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General Information About This Document 

What’s in this document? 

The California Department of Transportation (Caltrans) and the Federal Highway 

Administration have prepared this Environmental Impact Report/Environmental Assessment 

with Finding of No Significant Impact, which examines the potential environmental impacts 

of the alternatives being considered for the proposed project located in Merced County, 

California. The document describes why the project is being proposed, alternatives for the 

project, the existing environment that could be affected by the project, the potential impacts 

from each of the alternatives, and the proposed avoidance, minimization and/or mitigation 

measures. 

An Environmental Impact Report/Environmental Assessment dated November 2005 was 

circulated for public review from January 10, 2006 to February 24, 2006. A public hearing 

was held on June 13, 2003 during a previous circulation period.  

A total of 15 comments were received. The comments and responses to the comments, as 

well as a confirmation letter from the State Clearinghouse stating that the document was sent 

to state agencies for review, are presented in Appendix I, which has been added to the 

document since the draft circulation. Appendix J, containing the Biological Opinion, has also 

been added. 

Elsewhere, a vertical line in the outside margin of the text indicates where changes have been 

made to the document since the November 2005 draft document was circulated. 

What happens after this? 

The proposed project has completed environmental compliance after the circulation of this 

document. When funding is approved, the California Department of Transportation and the 

Federal Highway Administration can design and construct all or part of the project. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For individuals with sensory disabilities, this document is available in Braille, large print, on 
audiocassette, or computer disk. To obtain a copy in one of these alternate formats, please call or write 
to Caltrans, Attn: Lance Brangham, San Joaquin Valley Analysis Branch, 2015 East Shields Avenue, 
Suite 100, Fresno CA 93726; (559) 243-8294 Voice, or use the California Relay Service TTY number, 
1-800-735-2929. 
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Summary 

The Federal Highway Administration, in cooperation with the California Department 

of Transportation (Caltrans), proposes to make safety and operational improvements 

along the State Route 99 corridor between the Madera/Merced county line at 

kilometer post 0.0 (post mile 0.0) and McHenry Road in Merced County at kilometer 

post 16.9 (post mile 10.5).  

The project would eliminate at-grade turns, including median crossings and private 

driveways, and upgrade the expressway to a six-lane freeway, with standard-width 

shoulders. Within the project limits, Caltrans would add two interchanges. Along with 

a newly constructed east frontage road, the existing southbound lanes of State Route 

99 would be turned over to the County of Merced for use as a frontage road. 

Caltrans circulated an Environmental Assessment/Initial Study for the project in May 

2003. During the public comment period, it was determined that this project would 

have an adverse impact on farmlands because of the number of acres that would have 

to be converted from farmland to other uses. Because of that impact, an 

Environmental Impact Report was then required for the project. This document 

fulfills that requirement 

Purpose and Need 

The proposed project would increase safety for the traveling public, correct roadway 

deficiencies, accommodate increased traffic demands (both present and future), and 

provide route continuity. By increasing State Route 99 from four lanes to six and 

limiting access to two new interchanges, this section of State Route 99 would see 

decreases in congestion, a reduced number of accidents involving cross-median 

traffic and at-grade intersections, improved compatibility of truck and car traffic, and 

improved efficiency for emergency vehicles.  

The route connects major population centers in the San Joaquin Valley to the rest of 

the state and is an integral part of the urban road network, carrying high volumes of 

regional and local traffic. Route continuity would be consistent with local, regional, 

and state plans, and would maintain local and regional land uses. 
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Project Alternatives 

The project is divided into two sections: the southern Plainsburg section and the 

northern Arboleda section. The southern Plainsburg section runs from the Chowchilla 

River to Buchanan Hollow Road (kilometer posts 0.0 to 7.4 [post miles 0.0 to 4.6]) 

and consists of four build alternatives and one no-build alternative. The northern 

Arboleda section runs from Buchanan Hollow Road to McHenry Road (kilometer 

posts 7.4 to 16.9 [post miles 4.6/10.5]) and consists of two build alternatives and a 

no-build alternative.  

This project would select one alternative for each section. The selection of an 

alternative for one section does not limit which alternative can be selected for the 

other section. This means the construction of one alternative in the southern 

Plainsburg section would not affect the selection of another alternative for the 

northern Arboleda section, or vice versa. 

All build alternatives would widen the existing four-lane highway to a six-lane 

freeway. This project would realign the road to the east of the current alignment, 

upgrade shoulders, and construct two new interchanges. Each build alternative would 

place the interchanges in slightly different locations along the alignment.  

A no-build alternative would keep the road as it is and would not improve safety or 

relieve existing and future congestion in the project area. All project alternatives are 

explained in detail in Chapter 2. 

Plainsburg Alternative 1B and Arboleda Alternative 5 have been selected together as 

the Recommended Alternative because these build alternatives meet the purpose and 

need of the project. These build alternatives also minimized farmland impacts, while 

avoiding a potential hazardous waste contamination site.  

Affected Environment and Consequences 

The proposed project lies in southern Merced County, California, in the San Joaquin 

Valley. The project is just south of the Merced city limits and extends south to the 

Merced/Madera county line. Land use in the project area is rural-residential and 

agricultural. Agriculture includes dairy farming, row crops, and orchards. 

Local Planning, Growth and Infrastructure 

The proposed project is consistent with the general plan for the City of Merced and 

County of Merced and other regional planning documents. The proposed interchanges 

would provide direct and safe freeway access to rural and agricultural lands 
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surrounding the project. The project is intended to meet the existing and projected 

traffic demand based on local land use plans. The project would not induce growth 

beyond current plans.  

Other projects near the project area include:  

• Caltrans Mission Avenue interchange and State Route 99 freeway conversion (to 

begin construction in 2006) 

• Merced County Campus Parkway 

• University of California at Merced campus and campus community, east of Lake 

Yosemite (classes began in September 2005) 

• Merced/Atwater Expressway (environmental document pending) 

• U.S. Army Corps of Engineers-proposed canal realignment and development 

As a result of the project, the existing State Route 99 southbound lanes and the newly 

constructed east frontage road would be relinquished to Merced County for operation 

and maintenance. If necessary, Caltrans would restore the road to serviceable 

condition before relinquishment. No additional impacts to resources—environmental, 

social or otherwise—would be anticipated. 

Housing and Businesses 

Up to 20 residential and/or up to five commercial and/or industrial displacements 

could occur as a result of this project. Concerns regarding environmental justice and 

relocation assistance have been identified and addressed. A survey of real estate 

listings found adequate available replacement housing for single-family homes and 

businesses in the area. The Caltrans relocation assistance program would be used to 

help those being relocated in accordance with the Uniform Relocation Assistance and 

Real Property Acquisition Policies Act of 1970, as amended. 

Farmland 

The proposed project would acquire between 303 to 546 hectares (750 to 1,350 acres) 

of farmland. It would also acquire between 24 to 91 hectares (60 to 226 acres) of 

farmland protected under the Williamson Act. In conformance with the Farmland 

Protection Policy Act, a Farmland Conversion Impact Rating Form was completed 

resulting in a rating of 148. 
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Water Quality and Wetlands 

The project area lies in a floodplain, as described by the Federal Emergency 

Management Agency. However, the new alignment and road profile would not 

change the existing flow pattern; the proposed freeway would be raised to reduce any 

future potential for closure because of flooding. Potential impacts to water quality 

would be avoided through the implementation of avoidance measures and best 

management practices.  

All impacts to jurisdictional wetland and/or other waters of the U.S. would be 

temporary, except for the realignment of Deadman Creek. The realignment would 

permanently replace up to 0.60 hectare (0.15 acre) of the original streambed with a 

new streambed of up to 0.77 hectare (0.19 acre) for all alternatives. 

Vegetation/Habitat/Endangered Species 

Habitats within the project area have been substantially modified by agricultural 

development, notably plowing, farming, and grazing. Because of this disturbance, 

most areas within the project area were determined to be unsuitable for special-status 

plant species. In addition, no impacts to rare and sensitive vegetation are anticipated 

as a result of the proposed project.  

Although vegetation and habitat are relatively poor as a result of land use in the area, 

these lands do provide some foraging areas for animal species, including some 

federally or state listed species or species of concern: the San Joaquin kit fox, 

burrowing owl, mountain plover, Swainson’s hawk, western pond turtle, bats, and the 

valley elderberry longhorn beetle. Impacts to these species would be mitigated 

through the use of conservation easements and relinquishment, acquisition and/or 

easements, and various construction restrictions (environmentally sensitive areas, 

construction windows, and other avoidance measures).  

Pre-construction surveys and other best management practices would be used to 

identify and avoid any direct take of special-status species in the project area.  

Before construction, the following permits or agreements would be required: a 1602 

Streambed Alteration Agreement, a 401 Water Quality Permit, and a 404 Nationwide 

permit for wetlands. Also, if species mortality occurs as a result of project 

disturbance, a state 2081 take permit would be required. A Biological Opinion was 

completed on February 6, 2006. 
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Historical and Cultural Resources 

Historical and cultural resources studies identified four archaeological sites and 27 

historic architectural properties (including 10 bridges) within the project’s area of 

potential effect. Caltrans determined that two of the four archaeological sites were 

ineligible for the National Register of Historic Places. The remaining two 

archaeological sites were formally evaluated and proposed eligible (under criterion D) 

for the National Register of Historic Places.  

On February 17, 2006, the Federal Highway Administration and the State Office of 

Historic Preservation agreed to a Finding of No Adverse Effect. All 27 of the 

historical architectural properties were found ineligible, either during previous 

evaluations or studies conducted for this project. 

Paleontological Resources 

Caltrans studied the potential for paleontological resources to be found within the 

project area. Caltrans found that deep excavation work could encounter scientifically 

significant vertebrate specimens because of known fossil sites nearby. Because of that 

possibility, paleontological monitoring is warranted. The project area would require 

monitoring in areas where the excavation is below the uppermost few feet of 

sediment. 

Noise 

Caltrans studied 18 noise receptors (single-family residences) in the project area for 

noise impacts. Of those, 16 met the Federal Highway Administration criteria for 

consideration of noise abatement, but only two locations (with five receptors) met the 

reasonability requirements.  

Construction of a realigned roadway would increase the noise level in a rural area 

where residences are few and scattered. Sound barriers were found to be feasible for 

isolated sensitive receptors, but only two were deemed reasonable to construct.  

Hazardous Waste 

The most prominent hazardous waste concern is the Merced City Truck Stop. Studies 

indicate it is contaminated with hydrocarbons and would likely require remediation. 

Plainsburg Alternatives 1A and 2 would acquire this property.  

Four underground storage tanks lie within the Caltrans right-of-way. Regardless of 

which alternative were chosen, they would need to be removed during construction. 
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                                                             Table S.1   Summary of Major Potential Impacts From Alternatives 

Potential Impact 
Plainsburg 1A 
& Arboleda 4 

Plainsburg 1B 
& Arboleda 4 

Plainsburg 2  
& Arboleda 4 

Plainsburg 3  
& Arboleda 4 

Plainsburg 1A 
& Arboleda 5 

Plainsburg 1B 
& Arboleda 5 

Plainsburg 2  
& Arboleda 5 

Plainsburg 3  
& Arboleda 5 

No-Build 
Alternative 

Total 
323.1 hectares 
(800.1 acres) 

345.3 hectares 
(854.3 acres) 

459.4 hectares 
(1,135.3 acres) 

553.9 hectares 
(1,368.6 acres) 

307.8 hectares 
(760.6 acres) 

345.2 hectares 
(835.2 acres) 

444.8 hectares 
(1,099.2 acres) 

539.5 hectares 
(1,333.1 acres) 

None 
Farmland 
converted 

Prime 
Unique 

101.5 hectares 
(250.8 acres) 

95.8 hectares 
(236.7 acres) 

91.0 hectares 
(224.9 acres)  

108.2 hectares 
(267.3 acres) 

96.1 hectares 
(237.5 acres) 

101.2 hectares 
(250.0 acres) 

96.4 hectares 
(238.2 acres) 

113.6 hectares 
(280.6 acres) 

None 

Business 
displacements 

2 2 2 2 1 1 1 1 None 

Housing 
displacements 

20 20 21 21 18 18 19 19 None 

Utility service 
relocation 

10 10 10 10 10 10 10 10 None 

Consistency with the  
Merced County 
General Plan 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No 

Air quality 

Does not worsen 
existing 
conditions or 
create new 
violations  

Does not worsen 
existing 
conditions or 
create new 
violations  

Does not worsen 
existing 
conditions or 
create new 
violations  

Does not worsen 
existing 
conditions or 
create new 
violations  

Does not worsen 
existing 
conditions or 
create new 
violations  

Does not worsen 
existing 
conditions or 
create new 
violations  

Does not worsen 
existing 
conditions or 
create new 
violations  

Does not worsen 
existing 
conditions or 
create new 
violations  

No Change 

# of 
receptors > 
66 Leq 

6 6 4 4 11 11 9 9 No Change 

Noise # of 
receptors 
increasing 
by > 12 dBA 

1 0 0 0 2 1 1 1 No Change 

Water quality 
No long-term 
effects on water 
quality 

No long-term 
effects on water 
quality 

No long-term 
effects on water 
quality 

No long-term 
effects on water 
quality 

No long-term 
effects on water 
quality 

No long-term 
effects on water 
quality 

No long-term 
effects on water 
quality 

No long-term 
effects on water 
quality 

No Change 

Total waters of the 
United States 

Permanent: 
0.06 hectare 
 (0.15 acre) 

 
Temporary: 
0.14 hectare  
(0.35  acre) 

Permanent: 
0.06 hectare 
 (0.15 acre) 

 
Temporary: 
0.14 hectare 
 (0.35 acre) 

Permanent: 
0.06 hectare 
 (0.15 acre) 

 
Temporary: 
0.16 hectare 
 (0.39  acre) 

Permanent: 
0.06 hectare 
 (0.15 acre) 

 
Temporary: 
0.17 hectare 
(0.42 acre) 

Permanent: 
0.06 hectare 
(0.15 acre) 

 
Temporary: 
0.14 hectare 
 (0.35 acre) 

Permanent: 
0.06 hectare 
 (0.15 acre) 

 
Temporary: 
0.14 hectare 
(0.35 acre) 

Permanent: 
0.06 hectare 
(0.15 acre) 

 
Temporary: 
0.16 hectare 
 (0.39 acre) 

Permanent: 
0.06 hectare 
 (0.15 acre) 

 
Temporary: 
0.17 hectare  
 (0.42 acre) 

None 

Increase in floodplain 
No impact on 
floodplain 

No impact on 
floodplain 

No impact on 
floodplain 

No impact on 
floodplain 

No impact on 
floodplain 

No impact on 
floodplain 

No impact on 
floodplain 

No impact on 
floodplain No Change 

Cultural resources 

2 archaeological 
sites:  
1 pre-historic,  
1 pre-historic/ 
historic  

2 archaeological 
sites:  
1 pre-historic,  
1 pre-historic/ 
historic 

2 archaeological 
sites: 
1 pre-historic,  
1 pre-historic/ 
historic 

2 archaeological 
sites: 
1 pre-historic,  
1 pre-historic/ 
historic 

2 archaeological 
sites: 
1 pre-historic, 
1 pre-historic/ 
historic 

2 archaeological 
sites: 
1 pre-historic, 
1 pre-historic/ 
historic 

2 archaeological 
sites: 
1 pre-historic,  
1 pre-historic/ 
historic 

2 archaeological 
sites: 
1 pre-historic,  
1 pre-historic/ 
historic 

No Change 

Number of potential 
hazardous waste 
sites 

3 2 3 2 3 2 3 2 None 
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                                                                Table S-1  Summary of Major Potential Impacts From Alternatives (continued) 
 

Potential Impact 
Plainsburg 1A 
& Arboleda 4 

Plainsburg 1B 
& Arboleda 4 

Plainsburg 2  
& Arboleda 4 

Plainsburg 3  
& Arboleda 4 

Plainsburg 1A 
& Arboleda 5 

Plainsburg 1B 
& Arboleda 5 

Plainsburg 2  
& Arboleda 5 

Plainsburg 3  
& Arboleda 5 

No-Build 
Alternative 

Volume of fill  
3,008,000 

cubic meters 
3,015,000 

cubic meters 
3,129,000 

cubic meters 
3,129,000 

cubic meters 
2,720,000 

cubic meters 
2,270,000 

cubic meters 
2,841,000 

cubic meters 
2,841,000 

cubic meters 
None 

Visual quality None None None None None None None None No Change 

Cumulative impacts None None None None None None None None NA 

Growth inducement None None None None None None None None No Change 
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Chapter 1 Proposed Project 

1.1 Introduction 

The California Department of Transportation and the Federal Highway 

Administration propose to widen a segment of State Route 99 from the Chowchilla 

River to McHenry Road in Merced County (see Figures 1-1 and 1-2). This stretch is 

about 16.9 kilometers (10.5 miles) long. 

This segment of State Route 99 is a four-lane expressway with 3.6-meter (12-foot) 

lanes, 2.4-meter (8-foot) outside shoulders, and 1.5-meter (5-foot) inside shoulders. It 

has several at-grade intersections where local street traffic can enter or exit the 

highway. The project would realign the roadway, increase the road to six lanes, 

upgrade the segment to freeway standards, close the at-grade intersections, and build 

two new interchanges. 

The environmental analysis and preliminary design for this project was funded in the 

1998/1999 Regional Statewide Transportation Improvement Program. It is also 

included in the Merced County Association of Governments’ 2004 Regional 

Transportation Plan and the 2004 cost-constrained Merced County Regional 

Transportation Improvement Plan. 

1.2 Purpose and Need 

Purpose 

The purpose of the proposed project is to: 

• Improve safety.  

• Reduce congestion. 

• Improve route continuity. 

 

Need 

High accident rates and lack of route continuity have been identified as problems 

along this segment of State Route 99. In addition, the road capacity of the segment 

does not meet future growth and traffic demands, which would result in decreased 

level of service over time.  
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Also, this segment does not comply with the Route Concept Report for State Route 

99. The road is currently a four-lane highway; the Route Concept Report envisions 

the road as a six-lane freeway. 

Improve Safety  

All intersections in the project limits are at grade, meaning intersecting local roads 

meet the highway at the same level, usually at stop signs. Motorists coming onto the 

highway from local roads must accelerate to highway speeds without the benefit of a 

merge lane. The potential for accidents increases when motorists attempt to merge 

onto State Route 99 without having adequate space to get up to the proper highway 

speed. Accidents also occur at these intersections when motorists on the local roads 

attempt to cross State Route 99, but do not allow enough time to cross safely.  

These types of accidents are of particular concern during bad weather. Dense fog is 

common in the San Joaquin Valley during the winter months. Fog can greatly reduce 

visibility, making it more difficult for motorists to merge onto or cross the highway. 

Another safety issue is the space between the intersections on the west side of the 

State Route 99 and the Southern Pacific Railroad crossing. Large vehicles (tractor-

trailers, etc.) waiting to merge onto the highway from the west frontage roads often 

stretch across the railroad tracks, blocking the rail line. 

Reduce Congestion 

Population projections for the state and region indicate steady growth through the 

year 2040. Increases in interregional traffic and growth in Merced and the San 

Joaquin Valley are expected to generate traffic demands beyond the existing capacity 

of State Route 99. 

Increased traffic on State Route 99 through Merced County has led to traffic 

congestion problems on State Route 99. As the traffic congestion grows and the level 

of service decreases, accident rates and operational difficulties are expected to 

increase. Caltrans uses “level of service” as an indicator of how freely traffic flows. 

Level of service is rated in a range from “A” to “F.” Level of service “A” indicates 

free-flowing traffic, with no hindrance to driving speed caused by traffic conditions; 

level of service “F” indicates substantial congestion, with slow-moving, stop-and-go 

traffic (Figure 1-3).  
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The increasing number of vehicles using State Route 99 has led to an accident rate 

above the statewide average, posing safety issues throughout the route. The high 

occurrence and expected increase of at-grade cross-traffic on this route is expected to 

lead to additional safety and operational concerns in the future. Currently, 36,000 

vehicles operate within the proposed project limits each day. State Route 99 within 

the project area operates at level of service “C.” By 2024, the average daily traffic 

count is expected to reach 78,000, which would result in level of service “F” under 

existing conditions (Table 1.1). For the proposed freeway to operate at a level of 

service “C” (the federal design standard for rural freeways), six lanes are required for 

the 20-year design period. 

Table 1.1  Traffic Levels 

Year State Route 99 (post miles 0.0 to 10.5) 

2004 2024 

Number of Vehicles (average daily traffic count) 36,000 78,000 

Level of Service (existing roadway) C F 

 

Route Continuity 

The Route Concept Report for State Route 99 identifies the road as freeway 

ultimately, from the State Route 99/Interstate 5 interchange to Sacramento. More than 

two-thirds of State Route 99 in Merced County already meet freeway standards. The 

section north of the project area will be a freeway once the Mission Avenue 

interchange project is constructed. Improving State Route 99 to freeway standards 

within the proposed project limits would create continuity with sections of State 

Route 99 immediately north and south of the project limits. 
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Figure 1-1  Project Vicinity Map 
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Figure 1-2  Project Location Map  
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Figure 1-3  Levels of Service 
 



 

 

� 



 

Plainsburg/Arboleda Freeway Project 11 

Chapter 2 Alternatives 

2.1 Alternative Development Process 

This chapter describes the alternatives and how they meet the purpose and need of the 

project. Discussion includes a no-build alternative, various build alternatives, and 

alternatives considered but eliminated from detailed study. All alternatives would 

conform to the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, as appropriate. 

2.2 Project Alternatives 

Along with widening the road to six lanes, the project would build two interchanges 

along the proposed alignment. Six build alternatives are being considered: four in the 

southern Plainsburg section (see maps in Chapter 9) and two in the northern Arboleda 

section. Selection of a build alternative in the southern Plainsburg section will not 

affect the selection of a build alternative for the northern Arboleda section, or vice 

versa. Each of the alternatives follows a similar path with similar characteristics: 

• All alternatives avoid moving or disrupting the existing Southern/Union Pacific 

mainline railway located to the west of the project. 

• All alternatives maintain the same relative locations for placement of the 

interchanges. 

• All alternatives maintain a similar path to the original State Route 99. 

• All alternatives use the current southbound lanes of State Route 99 as a west 

frontage road. 

 

Each of the build alternatives would accomplish the following: 

• Provide freeway continuity with existing and planned freeways, which is 

consistent with the Route Concept Report for State Route 99. 

• Provide for more efficient flow of traffic on State Route 99. 

• Potentially reduce accidents and fatalities on State Route 99 within the project 

area resulting from at-grade highway crossings. 

• Provide safer access to State Route 99. 

• Upgrade the existing roadway from an expressway to a freeway, consistent with 

the Route Concept Report for State Route 99 (which ultimately envisions State 

Route 99 as an eight-lane roadway). 



Chapter 2  Alternatives 

 

Plainsburg/Arboleda Freeway Project 12 

• Upgrade the road to current design standards, including standard-width paved 

shoulders. 

• Elevate State Route 99 above the 100-year floodplain. 

• Provide for capacity on State Route 99 through the project’s 20-year planning 

horizon. 

• Improve compatibility of truck and car traffic on State Route 99. 

• Provide safe, local traffic access to State Route 99 through the addition of 

interchanges and new frontage roads. 

• Maintain consistency with local and regional land use planning. 

• Close the at-grade intersections at Buchanan Hollow Road, Athlone Road, Ranch 

Road, Arboleda Drive, Le Grand Road, Worden Avenue, Pioneer Road, Lingard 

Road, Mariposa Way, and McHenry Road. 

 

The impacts of each alternative are discussed in Chapter 3 Affected Environment, 

Environmental Consequences, and Mitigation Measures. 

Alternatives in the Southern Plainsburg Section 

 

Common Features of the Southern Plainsburg Alternatives  

All of the southern Plainsburg build alternatives would do the following: 

• Construct a six-lane freeway on eight-lane right-of-way from the Chowchilla 

River to Buchanan Hollow Road. 

• Construct a diamond interchange at Sandy Mush Road/Plainsburg Road. 

• Construct an eastern frontage road resulting from Harvey Petitt Road to Athlone 

Road. 

• Construct five new bridges at South Dutchman Creek and Dutchman Creek. 

• Remove the northbound bridges on South Dutchman Creek and Dutchman Creek. 

• Convert the existing southbound lanes into the western frontage roads from Vista 

Avenue to Athlone Road. 

• Realign a section of Sandy Mush Road to connect to the new interchange. 

• Realign a section of Plainsburg Road to connect to the new interchange. 

• Close at-grade intersections at Vista Road, Harvey Petitt Road, Plainsburg Road, 

Sandy Mush Road, and Buchanan Hollow Road. 

• Construct drainage basins between the proposed western frontage road and the 

proposed State Route 99. 
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• Provide enough room for the proposed replacement of the southbound Livingston 

Inspection Facility, which is not part of this project.  

Plainsburg Alternative 1A 

Alternative 1A would realign State Route 99 to the east (see maps in Chapter 9). The 

new alignment would then veer farther east away from the proposed frontage road, 

starting south of Harvey Petitt Road, to allow room for the Plainsburg interchange, 

which would be approximately 240 meters (787 feet) east of the existing State Route 

99 centerline. This alternative would acquire approximately 115.7 hectares (286 

acres) of new right-of-way.  

Plainsburg Alternative 1B 

Alternative 1B would realign State Route 99 to the east. The new alignment would 

then veer farther east away from the proposed frontage road, starting north of the 

Chowchilla Inspection Facility, to allow room for the Plainsburg interchange, which 

would be approximately 240 meters (787 feet) east of the existing State Route 99 

centerline. This alternative avoids the Merced City Truck Stop. This alternative 

would acquire approximately 135.6 hectares (335 acres) of new right-of-way.  

Plainsburg Alternative 2 

Alternative 2 would realign State Route 99 to the east. The new alignment would then 

veer farther east, starting south of Harvey Petitt Road, to allow room for the 

Plainsburg interchange and the realigned frontage road. The Plainsburg interchange 

would be located 460 meters (1,509 feet) from the existing State Route 99 centerline. 

A half-mile section of the proposed western frontage road would be realigned east 

from the Southern Pacific Railroad track. This would move the intersection of the 

proposed western frontage road and Sandy Mush Road away from the railroad track 

to allow vehicle storage between the intersection and the track. This alternative would 

acquire approximately 159.9 hectares (395 acres) of new right-of-way. 

Plainsburg Alternative 3 

Alternative 3 would realign State Route 99 to the east. The new alignment would then 

veer farther east, starting north of the Chowchilla Inspection Facility, to allow room 

for the Plainsburg interchange and the proposed frontage road. This alternative avoids 

the Merced City Truck Stop. The Plainsburg interchange would be located 460 meters 

(1,509 feet) from the existing State Route 99 centerline.  
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A half-mile section of the proposed western frontage road would be realigned east 

from the Southern Pacific Railroad track. This would move the intersection of the 

proposed western frontage road and Sandy Mush Road away from the railroad track 

to allow vehicle storage between the intersection and the track. This alternative would 

acquire approximately 187.0 hectares (462 acres) of new right-of-way. 

Alternatives in the Northern Arboleda Section 

 

Common Features of the Northern Arboleda Alternatives 

Both of the build alternatives would do the following: 

• Construct a six-lane freeway on eight-lane right-of-way from Buchanan Hollow 

Road to McHenry Road, just east of the existing highway. 

• Construct a new east frontage road from Buchanan Hollow Road to McHenry 

Road. 

• Convert the existing southbound lanes into the western frontage road from 

Buchanan Hollow Road to McHenry Road. 

• Construct 9 new bridges at Deadman Creek and Duck Slough.   

• Modify Le Grand Road, Arboleda Drive, Worden Avenue, and Pioneer Road to 

accommodate the interchange and the eastern frontage road. 

• Close the at-grade intersections at Athlone Road, Ranch Road, Arboleda Drive, 

Le Grand Road, Worden Avenue, Pioneer Road, Lingard Road, Mariposa Way, 

and McHenry Road. 

Arboleda Alternative 4 

Alternative 4 would create an interchange that would tie into Arboleda Drive, 

approximately 320 meters (1050 feet) from the existing State Route 99 centerline. 

This alternative would acquire approximately 178.9 hectares (442 acres) of new right-

of-way. 

Arboleda Alternative 5 

Alternative 5 would create an interchange that would tie into Le Grand Drive, 

approximately 320 meters (1050 feet) from the existing State Route 99 centerline. 

This alternative would acquire approximately 163.3 hectares (403.7 acres) of new 

right-of-way. 
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No-Build Alternatives  

The no-build alternatives would leave the respective segment (northern or southern) 

of State Route 99 as a four-lane expressway. The existing expressway would continue 

to operate with non-standard shoulders and would not accommodate future traffic 

levels. At-grade intersections and median crossings would remain open, increasing 

the potential for traffic conflicts. Direct access, from existing local road at-grade 

intersections and private driveways, would remain on State Route 99. 

This alternative would not address the purpose and need of providing route 

continuity, improving safety and reducing congestion.  

Recommended Alternative 

Plainsburg Alternative 1B and Arboleda Alternative 5 have been selected together as 

the Recommended Alternative because these build alternatives meet the purpose and 

need of the project. They also minimized farmland impacts, while avoiding a 

potential hazardous waste contamination site. 

The estimated cost for Alternative 1B is $100,180,000. The estimated cost of 

Alternative 5 is $170,542,000. 

2.3 Alternatives Considered and Withdrawn 

Transportation Systems Management 

The Transportation Systems Management alternative features activities that maximize 

the efficiency of the present system. Possible options included in this alternative are 

ridesharing, high occupancy vehicle lanes on existing roadways, and traffic signal 

timing optimization. This limited construction alternative is usually relevant only for 

major projects proposed in urban areas with populations of more than 200,000.  

Before selecting an alternative for major projects in rural areas, though, it is important 

to demonstrate that reconstruction and rehabilitation of the existing system would not 

adequately correct identified deficiencies and meet the project need. Below are the 

reasons the Transportation Systems Management alternative has been eliminated 

from further study:  
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• Using only Transportation Systems Management measures to improve traffic flow 

on this segment of State Route 99 would make this the only stretch of State Route 

99 not built to freeway standards. The Route Concept Report for State Route 99 

calls for an ultimate eight-lane freeway from the Interstate 5/State Route 99 

interchange to Sacramento. 

• The at-grade intersections and other direct access points onto State Route 99, 

where the accident rates are the highest, cannot be closed without providing 

alternative access for landlocked parcels. That may not be possible using 

Transportation Systems Management measures. 

• Transportation Systems Management measures would not provide for future 

capacity on State Route 99. While the current level of service is “C,” future levels 

of service are expected to decrease to “F” by the year 2024.  

• Transportation Systems Management measures would not provide for safer and 

improved compatibility between truck and car traffic on State Route 99. 
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Chapter 3 Affected Environment, 
Environmental Consequences, 
and Mitigation Measures 

This chapter explains the impacts that the project would have on the human, physical, 

and biological environments in the project area. It describes the existing environment 

that could be affected by the project and potential impacts from each of the 

alternatives. 

As part of the scoping and environmental analysis conducted for the project, the 

following environmental resources were considered, but no potential for adverse 

impacts to these resources was identified. Consequently, there is no further discussion 

regarding these resources in this document: 

• Geology/Soil/Seismic/Topography: No major geological features are in the 

project area. No geologic or seismic features would alter the project design or 

affect public health (Geotechnical Report, January 2004). 

• Pedestrian and Bicycle Facilities: The project would not affect the Merced County 

Regional Bicycle Network. It would also not adversely affect pedestrian and 

bicycle access. 

• Invasive Species: The project area contains no species that is on the State of 

California Department of Food and Agriculture Noxious Weed List. Construction 

would not likely lead to further spread of invasive species. 

3.1 Hydrology, Water Quality, Storm Water Runoff 

Regulatory Setting 

The main federal law regulating water quality is the Clean Water Act. Section 401 of 

the act requires a water quality certification from the state board or regional board 

when a project: 1) requires a federal license or permit (a Section 404 permit is the 

most common federal permit for Caltrans projects), and 2) will result in a discharge to 

“waters of the United States.” Waters are defined as anything that might be 

considered waterways either on a commercial or recreational scale.  

Section 402 of the act establishes the National Pollutant Discharge Elimination 

System permit system for the discharge of any pollutant (except dredge or fill 
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material) into waters of the United States. To ensure compliance with Clean Water 

Act Section 402, the State Water Resources Control Board has issued a National 

Pollutant Discharge Elimination System Statewide Storm Water Permit to regulate 

storm water discharges from Caltrans facilities. The permit regulates storm water 

discharges from the Caltrans right-of-way both during and after construction, as well 

as from existing facilities and operations. 

In addition, the State Water Resources Control Board has issued a construction 

general permit for most construction activities covering greater than 0.40 hectare (1 

acre) that are part of a Common Plan of Development exceeding 2.2 hectares (5 

acres) or that have the potential to substantially impair water quality. Some 

construction activities may require an individual construction permit. All Caltrans 

projects that must comply with the construction general permit require a Storm Water 

Pollution Prevention Plan, while all other projects require a Water Pollution Control 

Program. Subject to Caltrans’ review and approval, the contractor prepares both the 

Storm Water Pollution Prevention Plan and the Water Pollution Control Program. The 

Storm Water Pollution Prevention Plan and Water Pollution Control Program identify 

construction activities that may cause pollutants in storm water and measures to 

control these pollutants. Since neither the Storm Water Pollution Prevention Plan nor 

the Water Pollution Control Program is prepared at this time, the following discussion 

focuses on anticipated pollution controls.  

Additional laws regulating water quality include the Porter-Cologne Water Quality 

Act, Safe Drinking Water Act, and Pollution Prevention Act. State water quality laws 

are codified in the California Water Code. 

Affected Environment 

The project lies in the South Valley Floor Hydrologic Area of the San Joaquin River 

Watershed, which drains to the Pacific Ocean via the San Francisco Bay. 

Groundwater flows primarily to the southwest.  

Municipal use of groundwater as a drinking supply has been impaired by elevated 

nitrates concentrations in Merced County. The sources of nitrates are agricultural, 

dairy, and waste discharge activities. Groundwater is also impaired by elevated 

arsenic concentrations from sediments in the groundwater aquifer.  

In addition, dibromcholopropane (commonly known as DBCP) has been detected in 

many groundwater wells in the San Joaquin River region. Municipal use of 

groundwater as a drinking water supply has been impaired by elevated DBCP 
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concentrations in groundwater near several cities within the San Joaquin River region, 

including Chowchilla, Madera, Merced, and the Modesto-Turlock area. 

The following surface water bodies are found in the project limits: 

• Chowchilla River is at the southern end of the project limits and runs east/west 

across State Route 99. 

• South Dutchman Creek is near Vista Avenue and runs east-west across State 

Route 99.  

• Dutchman Creek is near the future truck scale and runs east-west across State 

Route 99.  

• Deadman Creek is near Athlone Road. 

• An irrigation canal lies to the east of the existing alignment, just south of 

Arboleda Drive. 

• An irrigation canal crosses the existing alignment and Le Grand Road. 

• An irrigation canal lies near the intersection of Worden Avenue and the existing 

alignment. 

• Mariposa Creek runs to the north of Mariposa Avenue and crosses the existing 

alignment. 

• Irrigation canals lie to the east of the existing alignment and north of Mariposa 

Avenue. 

Several dairies sit within the proposed project area. The Porter-Cologne Water 

Quality Act considers dairies to be generators of wastes that may contaminate 

groundwater. Wastes produced by dairies include manure and solids, which are high 

in nitrogen, ammonia, urea, and salts. 

Impacts 

Contaminants in runoff from roads, highways and bridges include the following: 

• Sediment: Sediment is produced when soil particles are eroded from the land and 

transported to surface water. Natural erosion usually occurs gradually because 

vegetation protects the ground. However, when land is cleared or disturbed, the 

rate of erosion increases. The vegetation is removed and soil left exposed, to be 

quickly washed away in the next rain. Soil particles settle out of the water in 

lakes, streams or bays onto aquatic plants and rocks. This sediment prevents 

sunlight from reaching aquatic plants, clogs fish gills, chokes other organisms, 
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and can smother fish spawning and nursery areas. Sediment can also carry other 

pollutants such as heavy metals and pesticides.  

• Heavy Metals: Heavy metals come from some natural sources such as minerals 

in rocks, sand, vegetation, and salts. They can also come from non-natural sources 

such as car and truck exhaust, worn tires and engine parts, break linings, 

weathered paint and rust. Heavy metals are toxic to aquatic life and can 

potentially contaminate groundwater. 

• Oils and Grease: Oils and grease are leaked onto road surfaces from car truck 

engines, spilled at fueling stations, and discarded directly onto pavement or into 

storm sewers instead of being taken to a recycling station.  

• Aerially Deposited Lead: Lead gets into the soil as a result of engine exhaust 

(from vehicles using leaded gasoline as fuel). High levels of lead in soils can be a 

threat to humans during construction and operations of the highway. Soil absorbs 

lead, and humans can inhale dust-containing contaminated soils. The threat to 

water quality is minimal during construction as all runoff would be prevented 

from flowing into a nearby water body. After construction, major portions of the 

contaminated soil would be underneath either the concrete or asphalt. Therefore, 

the probability of soluble lead leaching via infiltrated rainfall is low.  

• Debris: Grass and shrub clippings, pet waste, food containers, and other 

household wastes and litter can lead to unsightly and polluted waters.  

Other potential adverse impacts to surface water quality include slight changes in 

temperature, acidity, dissolved oxygen, nutrient concentrations, toxicity, and ionic 

concentrations. The minor impacts would not have a substantial impact on water 

quality, but could adversely affect aquatic life. The water quality impacts from these 

pollutant sources could be short-term and long-term.  

Short-term impacts to surface water quality could occur during construction of the 

project. The primary impacts would occur from exposure of loose soil during 

excavation, grading and filling activities during construction. The suspended solids, 

dissolved solids and organic pollutants in surface water runoff could increase while 

nearby soils are disturbed and dust is generated. 

Construction activities from this project are not expected to intercept or alter 

groundwater recharge, discharge, flow conditions, or groundwater quality. 



Chapter 3  Affected Environment, Environmental Consequences, and Mitigation Measures 

 

Plainsburg/Arboleda Freeway Project  21

Avoidance, Minimization and Mitigation Measures 

Caltrans studies determined that long-term and short-term impacts to the quality of 

water resources could occur during construction of the project. Management 

measures and best management practices would be needed to address water quality 

impacts during planning, design, construction, and operational and maintenance 

stages. 

Key management measures for roads, highway and bridges include the following:  

• Protect areas that provide important water quality benefits or are particularly 

susceptible to erosion or sediment loss.  

• Limit land disturbance such as clearing and grading and cut/fill to reduce erosion 

and sediment loss. 

• Limit disturbance of natural drainage features and vegetation. 

• Place bridge structures so sensitive and valuable aquatic ecosystems are protected.  

• Prepare and implement an approved Storm Water Pollution Prevention Plan. 

• Ensure proper storage and disposal of toxic material. 

• Incorporate pollution prevention into operation and maintenance procedures to 

reduce pollutant loads to surface runoff. 

• Develop and implement runoff pollution controls for existing road systems to 

reduce pollutant concentrations and volumes. 

The assessment of mitigation measures to avoid or minimize negative impacts of this 

project on water quality are based on the following: 

• Caltrans’ project development process 

• Caltrans environmental planning process 

• Best management practices in the Caltrans Construction Site Best Management 

Practices Manual 

• Caltrans Standard Specifications 

• Caltrans Standard Special Provisions 

• Caltrans construction inspection and contract enforcement procedures 

Storm water best management practices are selected for each individual project 

during the production of the Storm Water Pollution Prevention Plan. The selection of 

the best management practices depends on the specific circumstances and conditions 

in the project area. Best management practices are applied to meet the maximum 

extent practicable and best conventional technology/best available technology 
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requirements and to address compliance with water quality standards. Best 

management practices are described in detail in the Construction Site Best 

Management Practices Manual.  

In the project development phases, plans need to be developed to ensure that there 

would be no detrimental discharge into any body of water. In the construction phase, 

the contractor has responsibility, as stated in Caltrans Standard Specifications Section 

7-1.01G, to take necessary steps to eliminate potential impacts. Standard 

Specifications Section 7-1.01G requires the construction contractor to implement 

pollution control practices related to construction projects via a Water Pollution 

Control Program or a Storm Water Prevention Plan. 

The proposed project is expected to disturb more than one acre of soil, so the 

following would be required: 

1. A Notification of Construction is to be submitted to the appropriate Regional 

Water Quality Control Board at least 30 days before construction starts. The 

Notice of Construction form requires a tentative start date and duration, location, 

description of project, estimate of affected area, and name of resident engineer 

with telephone number. 

2. A Storm Water Pollution Prevention Plan is to be prepared and implemented 

during construction to the satisfaction of the resident engineer. 

3. A Notice of Construction Completion is to be submitted to the Regional Water 

Quality Control Board upon completion of the construction and stabilization of 

the site. A project is considered complete when the criteria for final stabilization 

in the State General Construction Permit are met. 

Coordination with the Central Valley Regional Water Quality Control Board would 

be necessary to ensure that any actions follow the appropriate guidelines. In addition, 

best management practices are required during all construction activities. If adequate 

measures and precautions are taken, the proposed project would not adversely affect 

the water quality in the proposed project area. Section 404 certification would ensure 

appropriate measures are implemented. 
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3.2 Hazardous Waste/Materials 

Regulatory Setting 

Hazardous materials and hazardous wastes are regulated by many state and federal 

laws. These include not only specific statutes governing hazardous waste, but also a 

variety of laws regulating air and water quality, human health, and land use. 

The main federal laws regulating hazardous wastes/materials are the Resource 

Conservation and Recovery Act of 1976 and the Comprehensive Environmental 

Response, Compensation and Liability Act of 1980. The Resource Conservation and 

Recovery Act provides for “cradle to grave” regulation of hazardous wastes. The 

purpose of the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation and Liability 

Act, is to clean up contaminated sites so that public health and welfare are not 

compromised. Other federal laws include the following: 

• Community Environmental Response Facilitation Act of 1992 

• Clean Water Act 

• Clean Air Act 

• Safe Drinking Water Act 

• Occupational Safety & Health Act  

• Atomic Energy Act 

• Toxic Substances Control Act 

• Federal Insecticide, Fungicide, and Rodenticide Act 

In addition to the acts listed above, Executive Order 12088, Federal Compliance with 

Pollution Control, mandates that necessary actions be taken to prevent and control 

environmental pollution when federal activities or federal facilities are involved. 

Hazardous waste in California is regulated mainly under the authority of the federal 

Resource Conservation and Recovery Act of 1976 and the California Health and 

Safety Code. Other California laws that affect hazardous waste are specific to 

handling, storage, transportation, disposal, treatment, reduction, cleanup and 

emergency planning. 

Worker health and safety and public safety are key issues when dealing with 

hazardous materials that may affect human health and the environment. Proper 

disposal of hazardous material is vital if such material is disturbed during project 

construction. 



Chapter 3  Affected Environment, Environmental Consequences, and Mitigation Measures 

 

Plainsburg/Arboleda Freeway Project 24 

Affected Environment 

Current land use within the proposed project area is rural-residential and agricultural, 

with dairy farming, row crops (mainly cotton), and orchards (vineyards and almonds) 

the main agricultural operations. Aerial photographs circa 1957 through 1970 suggest 

that past land use in the project area consisted of less land committed to irrigation 

farming (cotton). They also show that much of the land was fallow and consisted of 

moderately modified wetlands. Records from the widening of State Route 99 from a 

two-lane to a four-lane highway indicate the presence of numerous service stations 

and motels/cabins along the route that were demolished during construction. Land use 

prior to the 1940s was not evaluated since pre-World War II farming is not viewed as 

causing hazardous material concerns. 

The Initial Site Assessment identified several properties that required further 

investigation. These included several sites with underground storage tanks and two 

dairy operations that may have adversely affected groundwater quality. Within the 

current right-of-way, the Initial Site Assessment identified three general concerns 

requiring additional investigation: underground storage tanks left intact following 

property demolition when the highway was widened; lead-contaminated soil on the 

dirt shoulders and median; and lead paint or asbestos associated with proposed 

demolition of six bridges along the current route. Aboveground fuel storage tanks 

were observed on a couple of the properties.  

Complete site investigations have been completed for all but two properties. The 

owners of those two properties rescinded permission to work on their property, so 

only partial studies were completed. Preliminary Site Assessments would be required 

for these properties prior to construction, if they are part of the new right-of-way. 

Table 3.1 provides a complete list of the properties. 
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Table 3.1  Potential Hazardous Waste Sites 

Potential  
Hazardous Waste Site 

Alternative  
Location 

Status 

Pioneer Road Properties  
(APN 066-120-54, 066-120-55) 

Both Arboleda Alternatives No further hazardous waste 
concerns 

7251 Plainsburg Road  
(APN 075-110-037) 

All Plainsburg Alternatives Further studies for 
hydrocarbons suggested 

Borroso Brothers Dairy 
Tailwater Basin  
(APN 067-110-02) 

All Plainsburg Alternatives No further hazardous waste 
concern 

Merced City Truck Stop  
(APN 075-110-017) 

Plainsburg Alternative 1A 

Plainsburg Alternative 2 

Hydrocarbons. Owner shut 
down studies before 
completed. 

5525 East Worden Avenue 
(APN 066-130-037) 

Both Arboleda Alternatives No further hazardous waste 
concerns 

7096 Plainsburg Road  
(APN 075-110-04) 

All Plainsburg Alternatives Owner shut down studies 
before completed 

Double B Dairy  
(APN 066-130-38) 

Arboleda Alternative 4 No further studies required  

Caltrans Right-of-Way All Alternatives Studied for lead, 
underground storage tanks 
and asbestos. No further 
studies required.  

 

Outside the Caltrans Right-of-Way 

Pioneer Road Properties (APN 066-120-54, 066-120-55) 

This property was reported to the Merced Environmental Health Department by local 

residents as having an underground storage tank. Neither historical nor contemporary 

use of the property as a service station could be confirmed, though the building 

architecture was suggestive of older service stations. Further investigation could not 

confirm the presence of underground storage tanks, nor confirm excavation for their 

removal. No soil or groundwater contamination was evident as a result of the 

investigations. 

 7251 Plainsburg Road (APN 075-110-037) 

According to the VISTA Information System database, an underground storage tank 

is present on the property. The site visit determined that the older barn had also been 

used for herbicide and pesticide storage. Evidence consistent with the structural 

requirements for an underground storage tank was also found. No agency records 

confirming an underground storage tank were found, although the owners report two 



Chapter 3  Affected Environment, Environmental Consequences, and Mitigation Measures 

 

Plainsburg/Arboleda Freeway Project 26 

underground storage tanks being removed in the 1980s. Documentation was not 

provided on the removals. Further investigation was considered necessary to 

complete the evaluation. 

Investigation work was initiated in June 2002 with a geophysical investigation, to be 

followed by drilling. The initial geophysical survey consisted only of ground 

penetrating radar. Magnetometry (used to detect the presence of a metallic object) 

was done later, after drilling had been completed. Geophysical methods were 

unsuccessful in identifying the exact location of the reported underground storage 

tanks.  

Drilling was conducted at the two locations described by the owners where 

underground storage tanks had allegedly been removed in the 1980s. Soil samples 

were collected in locations most likely to be adversely affected by pesticides, 

herbicides, or lead-based paint. Laboratory results were negative for any fuel 

hydrocarbons, but positive for a number of currently banned pesticides and for lead. 

Concentrations of the pesticides and of lead did not exceed regulatory limits for 

hazardous waste disposal, nor were they at levels likely to adversely affect human 

health. 

Borroso Brothers Dairy Tailwater Basin (APN 067-110-02) 

A field survey identified a water storage basin next to the state highway right-of-way. 

Interviews with the owner indicated that the basin served to hold tailwater (runoff 

water from field irrigation), which was then pumped into the dairy as flush water. 

Further investigation, as described below, was warranted to complete the evaluation. 

Caltrans targeted the potential for these features to concentrate heavy metals and 

organic chemicals in the soil and function as a conduit into the groundwater. A soil 

and groundwater investigation was conducted in January and February 2001. Results 

of the investigation indicated there is no hazardous waste concern at this site. 

Merced City Truck Stop (APN 075-110-17) [formerly the Diesel Country Truck 

Stop] 

This property is a large truck stop facility. Old records indicate a service station has 

sat on this 1.4-hectare (3.5-acre) parcel since before 1943. The Merced County 

Division of Environmental Health had cited the property twice in the past. Both 

citation files are closed. Files consulted at the Division of Environmental Health 

indicated that a substantial release of gasoline hydrocarbons had occurred at the 

property, and source removal was performed (the underground storage tank was 
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either removed or appropriately decommissioned in place). No assessment of 

potential groundwater impact or soil remediation had been performed. Files also 

indicated considerable concentrations of diesel hydrocarbons had been reported next 

to the diesel underground storage tanks. No follow-up work had been performed.  

Two of the Plainsburg alternatives (Alternatives 1A and 2) would acquire a 

substantial portion of this property. Therefore, further site investigation was 

warranted to complete the evaluation of the site. Subsurface investigations were 

begun in January 2001 and completed in May 2001. Two borings were conducted on 

the property, with only one being completed. The owner withdrew further permission 

to enter the property. 

5525 East Worden Avenue (APN 066-130-037) 

During a field survey, an adjacent property owner reported the parcel was the site of a 

former service station. Survey of the property suggested a former service station. 

However, there were no regulatory agency records confirming this assumption. 

Caltrans records suggest the older station was part of the highway demolition, but 

construction of newer facilities could not be confirmed. Further investigation was 

warranted to complete the evaluation. 

A site investigation, consisting of a geophysical investigation followed by drilling, 

was conducted in January 2001. Geophysical investigations included remote sensing 

techniques used to detect subsurface irregularities. Although the geophysical 

investigation identified several magnetic irregularities, the investigation could neither 

confirm any potential underground storage locations on the property, nor any 

excavation pits where underground storage tanks may have been previously removed. 

Boreholes were drilled to depths of 9 meters (30 feet) near the reported magnetic 

irregularities, but did not encounter groundwater. Soil contamination was noted in the 

boreholes, and weathered motor oil and diesel contamination was found in the soil at 

shallow depths of 1 to 3 meters (3 to 9 feet). Further investigation on the property 

indicated the current and previous tenants operated tractor-trailers, which were often 

stored on the property. 

7096 Plainsburg Road (APN 075-110-04) 

A VISTA Information System database search revealed a record for underground 

storage tanks removal at a Grissom Ranch matching the street address for the 

Anderson Clayton property (APN 075-110-04). No regulatory agency records have 

been found confirming this finding. Since each alternative would require a partial or 
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complete acquisition of this property, further investigation is warranted to complete 

the evaluation.  

Investigation work begun in June 2002 included a geophysical investigation, followed 

by drilling. An electromagnetic survey identified a large magnetic irregularity on the 

property. When the owners were informed of this discovery, permission to enter the 

parcel was withdrawn. Further work would still be required, although the risk of 

encountering hazardous waste/materials is seen as moderate to slight, as it is likely 

the reported underground storage tanks have already been removed. 

Double B Dairy (APN 066-130-38) 

This dairy was started in the 1970s and may have been subject to review by the 

Merced Environmental Health Department, though no records pertaining to this 

property were found. The operation consisted of flush pens and a wastewater pond, 

both of which can have adverse effects on groundwater quality. Since some of the 

alternatives would require acquisition of the entire parcel, further evaluation of the 

property was necessary. 

A site investigation was conducted on January 31, 2001 and February 1, 2001. Both 

surface and groundwater impacts were addressed. Four boreholes were drilled to 

depths between 16.5 and 21 meters (53 to 72 feet) below ground; five surface soil 

samples were collected and three surface water samples were collected. The results of 

the investigation indicated there are groundwater concerns. Concentrations of 

contaminants, such as arsenic, barium, cadmium, chromium, lead, and nickel, 

exceeded the primary maximum contaminant level, and nitrate exceeded federal 

standards for nitrogen in water. However, the Central Valley Regional Water Quality 

Control Board determined that no further action would be necessary at this parcel. 

Inside the Caltrans Right-of-Way 

Lead  

Lead has been identified within the soils of the state highway system for a number of 

years and, in high exposures, can be a lethal neurotoxin (poison that works on the 

nervous system) for humans. The likeliest source is from combustion of the gasoline 

additive tetra-ethyl lead, which was banned in the mid-1980s. Other sources may 

include lead paint or naturally occurring lead from San Francisco Bay and 

Sacramento/San Joaquin Delta sediments used as fill material.  
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Two lead investigations were conducted: for aerial-deposited lead present within soils 

on the shoulder and median; and for lead residue from paint at six bridges in the 

project area. Neither investigation identified lead at levels likely to affect human 

health or to require disposal as a hazardous waste. 

Asbestos in Bridges  

Asbestos had often been used as a construction material in bridges. When asbestos 

becomes airborne in a dust-like form, it can produce long-term adverse impacts to 

human health. A survey for asbestos-containing materials was conducted in April 

2002 and was negative. 

Underground Storage Tanks within the Existing Right-of-Way 

Old records on the widening of State Route 99 show at least four locations where 

underground storage tanks were used in the right-of-way during acquisition: at the 

intersection with Plainsburg Road; at the Athlone Road intersection before the road 

was rerouted; just south of the Lingard Road intersection; and at the McHenry Road 

intersection.  

Two separate investigations were conducted to locate buried tanks. Electromagnetic 

induction, magnetometry, ground-penetrating radar and drilling were conducted at 

each location. A magnetic irregularity consistent with an underground storage tank 

was clearly identified at the Athlone location, but none of the soil or groundwater 

samples at any of the locations indicated that contamination had occurred. 

Impacts 

All of the southern Plainsburg alternatives would take property from 7096 Plainsburg 

(APN 075-110-04) and 5525 East Worden Road (APN 066-130-037). Both northern 

Arboleda alternatives would take property from 5525 East Worden Road (APN 066-

130-037). The southern Plainsburg Alternatives 1A and 2 would also affect the 

Merced City Truck Stop (APN 075-110-17). These properties have the potential for 

hazardous waste.  

Avoidance, Minimization and Mitigation Measures 

If Caltrans requires partial or full acquisitions of parcels known to have or, through 

further investigations, found to have hazardous waste/materials on or within the 

parcel boundaries, the wastes/materials would have to be removed or cleaned up as 

appropriate. 
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7096 Plainsburg Road Property 

The studies at this location were shut down by the owner. Full hazardous waste 

studies would be completed prior to construction. If hazardous material were 

identified, remediation would be required. Possible remediation would be removal of 

the underground storage tank. 

Merced City Truck Stop 

The Merced County Division of Environmental Health does not consider site 

conditions sufficiently adverse to require further clean up. But, current levels of soil 

hydrocarbon contamination could adversely affect groundwater in the future and 

could require clean up. The likely remediation would be bioremediation of soil, 

including air sparging. Bioremediation is the use of microorganisms, such as bacteria, 

to break down pollutants. Air sparging injects compressed air into saturated areas, 

adding oxygen to help break down contaminants. The costs could exceed $1 million 

and the work would require two to five years to complete. 

Underground Storage Tanks within the Existing Right-of-Way 

Of the four potential locations of underground storage tanks in the Caltrans right-of-

way, limited investigations identified an underground fuel storage tank only at 

Athlone Road and State Route 99; it is likely that underground fuel storage tanks exist 

at the other three locations. Underground storage tanks present two environmental 

hazards—the potential for explosion when struck and hydrocarbon contamination of 

soil and groundwater. As the underground storage tanks do not appear to be leaking, 

removal can wait until construction. Costs for removal of all tanks should not exceed 

$100,000, and removal should require little time to address.  

Lead 

Sampling did not indicate levels that may adversely affect human health. However, to 

mitigate for the possibility of missing higher concentrations of lead at sites not 

sampled along the proposed project, the contractor, prior to any soil disturbance, 

would be required to develop and implement a lead compliance plan. Elements of the 

compliance plan would include a health and safety plan and dust control measures. 

3.3 Air Quality 

Regulatory Setting 

The Clean Air Act, as amended in 1990, is the federal law that governs air quality. Its 

counterpart in California is the California Clean Air Act of 1988. The laws set 
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standards for the quantity of pollutants that can be in the air. At the federal level, 

these standards are called National Ambient Air Quality Standards. Standards have 

been established for carbon monoxide, nitrogen dioxide, ozone, and particulate matter 

10 microns in diameter or smaller. 

Under the 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments, the U.S. Department of Transportation 

cannot fund, authorize, or approve federal actions to support programs or projects not 

first found to conform to the Clean Air Act requirements. Conformity with the Clean 

Air Act takes place at two levels—the regional level and the project level. The 

proposed project must conform at both levels to be approved. 

Regional-level conformity is concerned with how well the region is meeting the 

standards set for the pollutants listed above. At the regional level, Regional 

Transportation Plans are developed to include all of the transportation projects 

planned for a region over a period of years, usually at least 20. Based on the projects 

included in the Regional Transportation Plan, an air quality model is run to determine 

whether the implementation of those projects would result in a violation of the Clean 

Air Act. If no violations would occur, then the regional planning organization, such as 

Merced County Association of Governments, and the appropriate federal agencies, 

such as the Federal Highway Administration, make the determination the Regional 

Transportation Plan is in conformity with the Clean Air Act. Otherwise, the projects 

in the Regional Transportation Plan must be modified until conformity is attained. If 

the design and scope of the proposed transportation project are the same as described 

in the Regional Transportation Plans, then the proposed project is deemed to be in 

conformity at the regional level. 

Conformity at the project level is also required—for carbon monoxide particulate 

matter less than 10 microns and particulate matter less than 2.5. If a region is meeting 

the standard for a given pollutant, then the region is said to be in “attainment” for that 

pollutant. If the region is not meeting the standard, then it is designated a “non-

attainment” area for that pollutant. Areas previously designated as non-attainment 

areas but that have recently met the standard are called “maintenance” areas. If a 

project is located in a non-attainment or maintenance area for a given pollutant, then 

additional air quality analysis and reduction measures in regard to that pollutant are 

required. This is most frequently done for carbon monoxide and particulate matter 

that is 10 microns in diameter or smaller. 
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Affected Environment 

The proposed project lies in the San Joaquin Valley Unified Air Basin, where air 

quality is regulated at the federal, state, and local levels. The San Joaquin Valley 

climate is classified as a subtropical dry summer or Mediterranean climate. Seasonal 

variation consists of mild winters and warm summers dominated by a persistent high-

pressure system known as the Pacific High. This high-pressure system, combined 

with the confining effect of the mountains that surround the valley, keeps air from 

circulating through the region, making the valley one of the most polluted regions in 

the country. The high summer temperatures and abundant sunlight caused by the 

Pacific High transform volatile organic compounds and nitrogen oxides into ground-

level ozone, commonly known as smog. 

According to 40 Code of Federal Regulations Section 93.127, this project is not 

exempt from regional emissions analysis requirements. New alignments are subject to 

regional analysis under the Transportation Conformity Rule (40 Code of Federal 

Regulations Section 93.126). The San Joaquin Valley is in non-attainment for 

particulate matter of less than 10 microns, particulate matter of less than 2.5 microns, 

and ozone (see Table 3.2). 

 

Table 3.2  Air Quality Status for Merced County 

Criteria Pollutant 
Federal  

Attainment 
Status 

State  
Attainment 

Status 

Ozone Non-attainment/Serious Non-attainment 

Carbon monoxide Attainment/Maintenance Unclassified 

Particulate matter  
(2.5 microns or less) 

Non-Attainment Non-Attainment 

Particulate matter  
(10 microns or less) 

Non-Attainment/Serious Non-Attainment 

Impacts 

The proposed project is a capacity-increasing project, which is not exempt from 

conformity determination. 

Regional Analysis  

The 2004 Regional Transportation Plan for Merced County was found to conform by 

the Merced County Association of Governments on September 22, 2004 and the 
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Federal Highway Administration and Federal Transit Administration adopted the air 

quality conformity finding on August 19, 2004. The project is included in the Merced 

County Association of Governments’ Regional Transportation Plan (pages 43,44, and 

93). The project is also included in the Merced County Association of Governments’ 

financially constrained March 8, 2004 Regional Transportation Improvement 

Program, which was found to conform by the Federal Highway Administration and 

Federal Transit Administration on October 4, 2004 (Appendix D, Page 34). The 

design concept and scope of the proposed project are consistent with the project 

description in the 2004 Regional Transportation Plan, the Preliminary Environmental 

Analysis Report, and the assumptions in the Merced County Association of 

Governments’ regional emissions analysis.  

Project-level Analysis 

As a result of the analyses conducted, Caltrans identified the following air pollutants 

of particular concern at the project level: carbon monoxide and particulate matter less 

than 10 microns. The local effects of this project for concentrations of carbon 

monoxide, particulate matter less than 10 microns, and particulate matter less than 2.5 

microns must be considered to see if a hot-spot analysis is required before 

determining if the project conforms to state and federal standards. 

Carbon Monoxide Hot Spot Analysis 

The project lies in an area that is in attainment/unclassified for carbon monoxide, and 

is, therefore, not subject to a maintenance plan, according to federal standards. Hot 

spot analysis is recommended for intersections with traffic signals that operate at 

level of service “D” through “F.” Hot spot analysis was not conducted for this project 

because there are no intersections with traffic signals within the project limits. 

The ambient carbon monoxide levels monitored at the Merced-2334 M Street 

stations, the closest stations with monitored carbon monoxide data, show no 

violations in the last three years; the highest concentration was 4.23 parts per million 

in November 20, 2000, which is below the state and federal standards. No further 

analysis is needed. Additionally, there are no intersections with traffic signals in the 

project area that operate at a level of service “D” or worse. 

The proposed project would not result in any local carbon monoxide hot spots in 

these areas. None of the projected carbon monoxide concentrations, with or without 

the project changes, would exceed the state or federal standards. 
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Particulate Matter Hot Spot Analysis  

The proposed project is in the San Joaquin Valley, which in non-attainment for 

Particulate Matter of less than 2.5 microns (PM 2.5) and Particulate Matter of less 

than 10 microns (PM 10). Thus a hot spot analysis was conducted for both PM 10 and 

PM 2.5 

In Merced County, the monitoring station at 2334 M Street has recorded zero 

emission exceedances of the National Ambient Standard for PM 10 or PM 2.5 in the 

last three years. This station also recorded zero emission exceedances for the Nation 

Ambient Standards for 24-hour average PM 10. There is no data for 24-hour average 

PM 2.5 at this location, so data from the Modesto 14th Street Station was used. The 

data was compiled between 1/25/05 and 2/01/06. Statistics at this station show 

readings below the National Ambient Standard for 24-hour average PM 2.5. The 

readings did go up during winter months when the temperature drops and particle 

movement slows down, but never exceeded standards. The meteorology and climate 

at the Modesto Station and the project are similar. Therefore, similar behavior is 

expected at the project area and PM 2.5 and PM 10 will remain below the National 

Ambient Standard. 

The Average Annual Daily Travel for the opening year of this project is 50,000 with 

9,500 of those being trucks. This project does not exceed the threshold for either 

Average Annual Daily Travel (125,000) or number of trucks (10,000). The increase 

in trucks after the opening year will be offset by reduced idling time and reduced 

congestion.  

This project will remove several intersections with level of service D, E and F and 

replace it with two interchanges with level of service A or B. This project would 

relive congestion and improve air quality. Thus Caltrans has determined that future 

new or worsened PM 2.5 or PM 10 violations of standards are not anticipated. (Hot 

Spot Conformity Assessment for the Merced-99/Arboleda and Plainsburg Project as a 

Project of Air Quality Concern, 2006.) 

During construction, the project would generate air pollutants. Exhaust from 

construction equipment contains hydrocarbons, oxides of nitrogen, carbon monoxide, 

suspended particulate matter, and odors. However, most of pollutants would be 

windblown dust generated during excavation, grading, hauling and various other 

activities. The impacts of these activities would vary each day as construction 
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progresses. Dust and odors at some residences could cause occasional annoyance and 

complaint. 

Avoidance, Minimization and Mitigation Measures 

Caltrans circulated a public notice of Project Conformity Analysis for PM 2.5 

between May 27th and June 27th in the Merced Sun-Star. No comments from the 

public were received. The PM 2.5 hot spot analysis was also circulated to the San 

Joaquin Valley Interagency Consultation Workgroup. Members of the San Joaquin 

Valley Interagency Consultation Workgroup concurred with the conclusions 

presented in the PM 2.5 and PM 10 hot-spot analysis. 

Caltrans Standard Specifications pertaining to dust control and dust palliative 

requirements are a required part of all construction contracts and should effectively 

reduce and control emission impacts during construction. The provisions of Caltrans 

Standard Specifications, Section 7-1.0F “Air Pollution Control” and Section 10 “Dust 

Control” require the contractor to comply with the San Joaquin Valley Unified Air 

Pollution Control District’s rules, ordinances, and regulations. 

3.4 Noise 

Regulatory Setting 

The National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 and the California Environmental 

Quality Act provide the basis for analyzing and abating highway traffic noise effects. 

The intent of these laws is to promote the general welfare of the public and to foster a 

healthy environment. 

For highway transportation projects with Federal Highway Administration 

involvement, the Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1970 and the associated implementing 

regulations (23 Code of Federal Regulations 772) govern the analysis and abatement 

of traffic noise impacts. The regulations require that potential noise impacts in areas 

of frequent human use be identified during the planning and design of a highway 

project. The regulations contain noise abatement criteria that are used to determine 

when a noise impact would occur. The noise abatement criteria differ depending on 

the type of land use under analysis. For example, the noise abatement criterion for 

residences (67 decibels [dBA]) is lower than the criterion for commercial areas (72 

dBA). Table 3.3 lists the noise abatement criteria. 
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Table 3.3  Noise Abatement Criteria Thresholds  

Activity 
Category 

Noise Abatement 
Criteria Hourly A-
Weighted Noise 

Level, dBA Leq(h) 

Description of Activities 

A 57 exterior 

Lands on which serenity and quiet are of extraordinary 
significance and serve an important public need and 
where the preservation of those qualities is essential if 
the area is to continue to serve its intended purpose 

B 67 exterior 
Picnic areas, recreation areas, playgrounds, active 
sport areas, parks, residences, motels, hotels, 
schools, churches, libraries, and hospitals 

C 72 exterior 
Developed lands, properties, or activities not included 
in Categories A or B above 

D -- Undeveloped lands 

E 52 interior 
Residences, motels, hotels, public meeting rooms, 
schools, churches, libraries, hospitals, and auditoriums 

Source: Caltrans Traffic Noise Analysis Manual, 1998; A-weighted decibels are adjusted to approximate the 

way humans perceive sound; dBA Leq(h)=Noise levels for equivalent worst-hour case for an A-weighted scale. 

In accordance with the Caltrans Traffic Noise Analysis Protocol for New Highway 

Construction and Reconstruction Projects, October 1998, a noise impact occurs when 

the future noise level with the project results in a substantial increase in noise level 

(defined as a 12-dBA or more increase) or when the future noise level with the 

project approaches or exceeds the noise abatement criteria. “Approaching the noise 

abatement criteria” is defined as coming within 1 dBA of the noise abatement criteria. 

If it is determined that the project would have noise impacts, then potential abatement 

measures must be considered. Noise abatement measures that are determined to be 

reasonable and feasible at the time of final design are incorporated into the project 

plans and specifications. This document discusses noise abatement measures that 

would likely be used for the project. 

The Caltrans Traffic Noise Analysis Protocol sets forth the criteria for determining 

when an abatement measure is reasonable and feasible. The reasonableness 

determination is basically a cost-benefit analysis. Factors used in determining 

whether a proposed noise abatement measure is reasonable include: residents’ 

acceptance, the absolute noise level, project-built noise build versus existing noise, 

environmental impacts of abatement, public and local agencies’ input, newly 

constructed development versus development pre-dating 1978, and the cost per 

benefited residence. Feasibility of noise abatement is more an engineering concern. A 

minimum 5-decibel reduction in the future noise level must be achieved for an 
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abatement measure to be considered feasible. Other considerations include 

topography, access requirements, other noise sources, and safety considerations. 

Affected Environment 

Caltrans completed a noise investigation for this project, which included identifying 

noise-sensitive receptors, such as residences, parks, churches, schools, libraries, and 

hospitals. Land uses within the project area are mostly agricultural, with isolated rural 

single-family residences. The current noise levels at receptors within the project area 

are 51 to 65 dBA. 

Impacts 

A noise study was completed in 2001. Six sites with 12 receptors were identified 

within the project limits (see Appendices G and H). The following locations were 

studied:  

• 5533 Athlone Road (3 single-family residences) 

• 2926 G Street (3 single-family residences) 

• 5525 E. Worden Avenue (1 single-family residence) 

• 467 Lingard Road  (1 single-family residence) 

• 4380 Mariposa Way (1 single-family residence)  

• 3875 E. McHenry Road (3 single-family residences) 

An updated traffic noise analysis was conducted in January 2005. An additional five 

sites with five receptors were evaluated: 

• 3979 Arboleda Road 

• 4085 Highway 99 

• 541 Worden Avenue  

• 7249 Plainsburg Road 

• 6863 Plainsburg Road 

Eleven sites with 17 receptors were evaluated. One of the locations identified in the 

2001 study (467 Lingard Road) was dropped because it is on the west side of State 

Route 99 and the Santa Fe Railroad track. Because the new alignment would move 

the highway away from the receptor, the project would have no noise impact on that 

receptor. Another location—2926 G Street—has been removed and is being studied 

under its updated address at 3979 Arboleda Drive. It was also determined that the 

location has only one receptor instead of three. So, in all, nine sites with 13 locations 

were evaluated. 
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The Federal Highway Administration requires consideration of noise abatement if the 

predicted noise level approaches or exceeds the Noise Abatement Criteria (Table 3.3). 

For single-family residences, the requirement is 67 dBA. Currently, soundwalls are 

the only approved method of noise abatement. Whether a location meets the Noise 

Abatement Criteria and is considered for a soundwall depends on which alternative is 

selected. 

Northern Arboleda Alternatives  

The following sites are within the northern Arboleda section: 

1)  5533 Athlone Road (3 single-family residences) 

2) 3979 Arboleda Road (1 single-family residence) 

3) 4085 Highway 99 (1 single-family residence) 

4) 541 E. Worden Avenue (1 single-family residence) 

5) 5525 E. Worden Avenue (1 single-family residence) 

6) 4380 Mariposa Way (1 single-family residence)  

7) 3875 E. McHenry Road (3 single-family residences) 

For this section, there are two proposed alternatives—Alternatives 4 and 5. 

Alternative 4 would acquire locations 2, 3, 4 and 5. Alternative 5 would acquire none 

of these locations. Under Alternative 4, two locations (1 and 7) would meet the Noise 

Abatement Criteria. Under Alternative 5, five locations (1, 2, 3, 5, and 7) would meet 

the Noise Abatement Criteria. Both alternatives would have the same noise impacts 

for locations 1, 6 and 7.  

In Appendix G, Table AG-1 shows the locations and their existing and predicted 

noise levels by alternative. At receptor locations where a noise level measurement 

was not conducted, the existing noise level was estimated based on the measured 

result of a nearby or similar site.  

A soundwall must be both feasible and reasonable, based on Federal Highway 

Administration requirements, to be considered for inclusion in a project. A soundwall 

is feasible if it can achieve a 5-dBA noise reduction at a receptor. Alternative 5 has 

five locations (1, 2, 3, 5, and 7) and Alternative 4 has two locations (1 and 7) that 

meet the feasibility requirements (see Table 3.4). 

Under the reasonability requirements, a soundwall must meet a cost/benefit analysis 

to be a prudent expenditure of public funds. For example, if $30,000 were allowed 

per receptor and a proposed soundwall would cover 10 receptors, the total allowed 

cost for the barrier would be $300,000. However, if construction costs, maintenance 
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costs, and other life cycle costs for the soundwall were found to total $400,000, then 

the sound barrier would not be considered reasonable because of the high cost and 

should not be constructed. Typically, a soundwall allowance is not cost effective for a 

single residence. According to Caltrans studies, two locations (2 and 3) under 

Alternative 5 would meet the reasonability requirements for a soundwall. None of the 

locations under Alternative 4 meet the reasonability requirements. 

Construction noise would be intermittent and at various intensities depending upon 

the location and the type of construction activity. The noise levels would conform to 

the local noise level ordinance. Construction noise can be minimized through 

equipment noise control and administrative measures. Caltrans standard 

specifications provide guidance to the construction contractor for noise control: 

muffled construction equipment, temporary noise barriers, scheduled construction 

hours, and community notices. 

Southern Plainsburg Alternatives 

The following locations are within the southern Plainsburg section: 

8) 7249 Plainsburg (1 single-family residence) 

9) 6863 Plainsburg (1 single-family residence) 

Four alternatives are proposed for this section. Both locations would meet the Noise 

Abatement Criteria under Alternatives 1A and 1B. However, Alternatives 2 and 3 

would acquire the 6863 Plainsburg location and the noise levels at 7249 Plainsburg 

location would not be high enough to meet the Noise Abatement Criteria. Thus, no 

noise abatement would be considered for Alternatives 2 and 3. Both locations meet 

the feasibility requirements for Alternative 1A and 1B. However, neither of them 

meets the reasonability requirements. See Table 3.4.  
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Table 3.4  Summary of Noise Data by Alternative 

Habitat Impacts Plainsburg 
Alternative 1A 

Plainsburg 
Alternative 1B 

Plainsburg 
Alternative 2  

Plainsburg 
Alternative 3  

Arboleda 
Alternative 4 

Arboleda 
Alternative 5 

Receptors  

 

2 2 1 1 5 11 

Number of Receptors that 
Meet Noise Abatement 
Criteria  

2 2 0 0 4 9 

Number of Receptors that 
Meet Feasibility Criteria 

2 2 0 0 2 9 

Number of Receptors that 
Meet Reasonability Criteria 

0 0 0 0 0 2 

 



 

 

� 
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Avoidance, Minimization and Abatement Measures 

Two locations qualified for soundwalls:  

• 3979 Arboleda Drive  

• 4085 Highway 99 

These locations would qualify for soundwalls only if Arboleda Alternative 5 is 

selected; these properties would be acquired under Arboleda Alternative 4.  

3.5 Wetlands and Other Waters of the United States 

Regulatory Setting 

Wetlands and other waters are protected under a number of laws and regulations. At 

the federal level, the Clean Water Act (33 United States Code 1344) is the primary 

law regulating wetlands and waters. The Clean Water Act regulates the discharge of 

dredged or fill material into waters of the United States, including wetlands. “Waters 

of the United States” include navigable waters, interstate waters, territorial seas and 

other waters that may be used in interstate or foreign commerce. To classify wetlands 

for the purposes of the Clean Water Act, a three-parameter approach is used that 

includes the presence of: hydrophytic (water-loving) vegetation, wetland hydrology, 

and hydric soils (soils subject to saturation/inundation). All three parameters must be 

present, under normal circumstances, for an area to be designated as a jurisdictional 

wetland under the Clean Water Act. 

Section 404 of the Clean Water Act establishes a regulatory program that provides 

that no discharge of dredged or fill material can be permitted if a practicable 

alternative exists that is less damaging to the aquatic environment or if the nation’s 

waters would be significantly degraded. The Section 404 permit program is run by the 

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers with oversight by the Environmental Protection 

Agency. 

The Executive Order for the Protection of Wetlands (Executive Order 11990) also 

regulates the activities of federal agencies with regard to wetlands. This order states 

that a federal agency, such as the Federal Highway Administration, cannot undertake 

or provide assistance for new construction located in wetlands unless the head of the 

agency finds that: 1) there is no practicable alternative to the construction, and 2) the 

proposed project includes all practicable measures to minimize harm. 
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At the state level, wetlands and waters are regulated primarily by the Department of 

Fish and Game and the Regional Water Quality Control Board. In certain 

circumstances, the Coastal Commission (or Bay Conservation and Development 

Commission) may also be involved. Sections 1600-1607 of the Fish and Game Code 

require any agency that proposes a project that will substantially divert or obstruct the 

natural flow of or substantially change the bed or bank of a river, stream, or lake to 

notify California Department of Fish and Game before beginning construction. If the 

Department of Fish and Game determines that the project may substantially and 

adversely affect fish or wildlife resources, a Lake or Streambed Alteration Agreement 

will be required. California Department of Fish and Game jurisdictional limits are 

usually defined as the tops of the stream or lake banks, or the outer edge of riparian 

vegetation, whichever is wider. Wetlands under jurisdiction of the U.S. Army Corps 

of Engineers may or may not be included in the area covered by a Streambed 

Alteration Agreement obtained from the California Department of Fish and Game. 

The Regional Water Quality Control Boards were established under the Porter-

Cologne Water Quality Control Act to oversee water quality. The Central Valley 

Regional Water Quality Control Board also issues water quality certifications in 

compliance with Section 401 of the Clean Water Act. Please see the Water Quality 

section for additional details. 

Affected Environment 

The term “jurisdictional wetlands” refers to areas that are inundated or saturated by 

surface or groundwater at a frequency and duration sufficient to support vegetation 

typically adapted for life in saturated soil conditions. Jurisdictional wetlands 

generally include swamps, marshes, bogs and similar areas, natural drainage 

channels, and seasonal wetlands. 

Jurisdictional “other waters of the United States” include intrastate lakes, rivers, 

streams (including intermittent streams), mudflats, sand flats, wetlands, sloughs, 

prairie potholes, wet meadows, playa lakes, and natural ponds. The use, degradation, 

or destruction of those waters could affect interstate or foreign commerce. 

The following locations were identified as potential wetlands in the project area: 

• Chowchilla River (kilometer post 0.0 [post mile 0.0]) 

• Dutchman Creek (kilometer post  4.2 [post mile 2.6]) 

• Athlone Wetlands (southwest corner of Athlone Road and Vorhees Road) 

• Deadman Creek (kilometer post 8.4 [post mile 5.2]) 
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• Duck Slough Overflow South (just south of Duck Slough) 

• Duck Slough (kilometer post 15.2 [post mile 9.43]) 

 

The following were determined to be non-jurisdictional wetlands: 

• South Dutchman Creek Bridge (south of the Merced City Truck Stop parking lot, 

east of existing State Route 99) 

• Russel Lateral Irrigation Canal (kilometer post 11.6 [post mile 7.3]) 

• Lingard Lateral Irrigation Canal (kilometer post 12.8 [post mile 8.0]) 

• Tract 5843 (APN 066-120-042) 

• Tract 5843 (APN 066-120-042) 

• Fairfield Lateral Irrigation Canal (kilometer post 14 [post mile 8.75]) 

• Duck Slough Overflow North (kilometer post 15.9 [post mile 9.86]) 

Wetland delineation determined that Chowchilla River and Athlone Wetland 

contained “jurisdictional wetlands,” meaning they meet the criteria under the Clean 

Water Act and are under the jurisdiction of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. There 

is approximately 0.48 hectare (1.18 acres) of jurisdictional wetlands within the 

project area.  

Chowchilla River, Dutchman Creek, Athlone Wetland, Deadman Creek and Duck 

Slough were determined to be waters of the United States. There are approximately 

2.3 hectares (5.7 acres) of waters of the United States within the project area. 

Approximately 2.4 hectares (6.0 acres) of land are classified as riparian habitat within 

the project area. The riparian habitat is not considered jurisdictional under definitions 

set by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, but is under the jurisdiction of the 

California Department of Fish and Game under the 1602 Streambed Alteration 

Agreement.  

Impacts 

The project would construct 17 new bridges over waterways. There are no permanent 

or temporary impacts to jurisdictional wetlands within the project area.  
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Permanent impacts to waters of the United States would occur only at Deadman 

Creek. Caltrans would realign the creek as part of the project, acquiring and removing 

approximately 0.06 hectare (0.15 acre). Temporary impacts to waters of the United 

States would occur at Dutchman Creek and Deadman Creek. The project would 

acquire 0.09 hectare (0.23 acre) from Dutchman Creek and 0.05 to 0.08 hectare (0.12 

to 0.19 acre) from Deadman Creek for a total of 0.14 to 0.17 hectare (0.35 to 0.42 

acre) of land from waters of the United States (see Table 3.5). 

Impacts to habitat under Department of Fish Game jurisdiction would occur at 

Deadman Creek, Dutchman Creek, and Duck Slough. The project would also remove 

0.57 hectare (0.23 acre) from Deadman Creek, 0.08 to 0.11 hectare (0.20 to 0.26 acre) 

from Dutchman Creek, and 0.16 hectare (0.41 acre) from Duck Slough for a total of 

0.48 to 0.51 hectare (1.18 to 1.24 acres) of riparian habitat under the jurisdiction of 

the Department of Fish and Game (see Table 3.6). 

There are no impacts at the Chowchilla River, South Dutchman Creek Bridge, 

Athlone Wetland, Russel Lateral Irrigation Canal, Lingard Lateral Irrigation Canal, 

Tract 5843, Fairfield Lateral Irrigation Canal, Duck Slough Overflow South, Duck or 

Slough Overflow North. 
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Table 3.5  Summary of Impacts to Waters of the United States  

Alternative 
Temporary Impacts 
to Dutchman Creek 
in Hectares (Acres) 

Temporary Impacts 
to Deadman Creek 
in Hectares (Acres) 

Permanent Impacts 
to Deadman Creek 
in Hectares (Acres) 

Plainsburg 1A + 
Arboleda 4 

0.10 (0.23) 0.05 (0.12) 0.06 (0.15)  

Plainsburg 1B + 
Arboleda 4 

0.10 (0.23) 0.05 (0.12) 0.06 (0.15) 

Plainsburg 2 + 
Arboleda 4 

0.10 (0.23) 0.06 (0.16) 0.06 (0.15) 

Plainsburg 3 + 
Arboleda 4 

0.10 (0.23) 0.08 (0.19) 0.06 (0.15) 

Plainsburg 1A + 
Arboleda 5 

0.10 (0.23) 0.05 (0.12) 0.06 (0.15) 

Plainsburg 1B + 
Arboleda 5 

0.10 (0.23) 0.05 (0.12) 0.06 (0.15) 

Plainsburg 2 + 
Arboleda 4 

0.10 (0.23) 0.06 (0.16) 0.06 (0.15) 

Plainsburg 3 + 
Arboleda 4 

0.10 (0.23) 0.08 (0.19) 0.06 (0.15) 

 

Table 3.6  Summary of Impacts to Riparian Habitat 

Alternative 

Total  
Permanent 

Impacts  
in Hectares 

(Acres) 

Permanent 
Impacts to 

Duck Slough 
in Hectares 

(Acres) 

Permanent 
Impacts to 
Dutchman 

Creek  
in Hectares 

(Acres) 

Permanent 
Impacts to 
Deadman 

Creek  
in Hectares 

(Acres) 

Plainsburg 1A 
+ Arboleda 4 

0.48 (1.18) 0.16 (0.41) 0.08 (0.20) 0.23 (0.57) 

Plainsburg 1B 
+ Arboleda 4 

0.48 (1.18) 0.16 (0.41) 0.09 (0.20) 0.23 (0.57) 

Plainsburg 2 + 
Arboleda 4 

0.50 (1.24) 0.16 (0.41) 0.11 (0.26) 0.23 (0.57) 

Plainsburg 3 + 
Arboleda 4 

0.49 (1.22) 0.16 (0.41) 0.10 (0.24) 0.23 (0.57) 

Plainsburg 1A 
+ Arboleda 4 

0.48 (1.18) 0.16 (0.41) 0.08 (0.20) 0.23 (0.57) 

Plainsburg 1B 
+ Arboleda 4 

0.48 (1.18) 0.16 (0.41) 0.08 (0.20) 0.23 (0.57) 

Plainsburg 2 + 
Arboleda 4 

0.50 (1.24) 0.16 (0.41) 0.08 (0.26) 0.23 (0.57) 

Plainsburg 3 + 
Arboleda 4 

0.49 (1.22) 0.16 (0.41) 008 (0.24) 0.23 (0.57) 
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Avoidance, Minimization and Mitigation Measures 

The impacts to Deadman Creek’s waters of the United States would be mitigated by 

its realignment. The realigned Deadman Creek would replace 0.06 hectare (0.15 acre) 

of low-quality habitat with 0.08 hectare (0.19 acre) of higher quality habitat. The 

positive improvements include a longer, wider channel and the establishment of 

native trees on the new channel bank to replace the non-native tree species. 

In addition, coordination with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and the Regional 

Water Quality Control Board would be necessary to ensure that any actions involving 

waters of the United States follow appropriate guidelines. Furthermore, a section 

1602 Streambed Alignment Agreement would be required from the California 

Department of Fish and Game for impacts to riparian areas. 

3.6 Threatened and Endangered Species 

Regulatory Setting 

The main federal law protecting threatened and endangered species is the Federal 

Endangered Species Act (United States Code, Section 1531, et. seq.; see also 50 Code 

of Federal Regulations Part 402). This act and subsequent amendments provide for 

the conservation of endangered and threatened species and the ecosystems upon 

which they depend.  

Under Section 7 of this act, federal agencies, such as the Federal Highway 

Administration, are required to consult with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and 

the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration Fisheries Service to 

ensure that they are not undertaking, funding, permitting, or authorizing actions likely 

to jeopardize the continued existence of listed species or destroy or adversely modify 

designated critical habitat. Critical habitat is defined as geographic locations critical 

to the existence of a threatened or endangered species. The outcome of consultation 

under Section 7 is a Biological Opinion or an incidental take permit. Section 3 of the 

Federal Endangered Species Act defines take as “harass, harm, pursue, hunt, shoot, 

wound, kill, trap, capture or collect or any attempt at such conduct.” 

California has enacted a similar law at the state level, the California Endangered 

Species Act (California Fish and Game Code, Section 2050, et. seq.). The California 

Endangered Species Act emphasizes early consultation to avoid potential impacts to 

rare, endangered, and threatened species and to develop appropriate planning to offset 

project-caused losses of listed species populations and their essential habitats.  
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The California Department of Fish and Game is the agency responsible for 

implementing California Endangered Species Act. Section 2081 of the Fish and Game 

Code prohibits “take” of any species determined to be an endangered species or a 

threatened species. “Take” is defined in Section 86 of the Fish and Game Code as 

“hunt, pursue, catch, capture, or kill, or attempt to hunt, pursue, catch, capture or 

kill.” The California Endangered Species Act allows for take incidental to otherwise 

lawful development projects; for these actions an incidental take permit is issued by 

California Department Fish and Game. For project requiring a Biological Opinion 

under Section 7 of the Federal Endangered Species Act, California Department of 

Fish and Game may also authorize impacts to California Endangered Species Act 

species by issuing a Consistency Determination under Section 2080.1 of the Fish and 

Game Code. 

Affected Environment 

The habitat types identified within the proposed project area are ruderal and 

agricultural. Ruderal habitats include areas that have been greatly altered from their 

original native state by the removal of native vegetation, plowing, and subsequent 

agricultural and development activities. 

Right-of-way areas maintained by Caltrans and the railroad are considered to be 

ruderal. These right-of-way areas are subject to landscape maintenance including 

vegetation mowing and spraying. Habitat value within these areas for sensitive plant 

species is limited. However, these areas do possess some foraging value for animal 

species because of the relatively greater numbers of small mammals and insects in 

these areas. 

Much of the project area is cultivated agricultural land, subject to mechanical 

harvesting, pesticide application, regular watering, and burning. This results in poor 

habitat for wildlife species. However, agricultural fields serve as foraging areas for 

animal species, including some that are federal or state listed, including but not 

limited to, the San Joaquin kit fox, burrowing owl, Swainson’s hawk, and mountain 

plover. 

Several streams and irrigation canals flow through the project area. Agricultural 

activities or residential parcels encroach up to the edges of the waterways, resulting in 

banks that are channeled or retained by steep levees. All streams are used for the 

transport of irrigation water at flow levels predetermined by the local irrigation 
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districts. However, these vegetated streams serve as nesting habitat for birds, 

movement corridors for wildlife, and a source of limited cover and forage. 

Impacts 

According to sensitive species lists maintained by the California Department of Fish 

and Game, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and California Native Plant Society, a 

total of 85 special-status species occur or demonstrate the potential to occur within a 

10-mile radius of the proposed project area. The following species would be affected 

by this project: 

Table 3.7  Special-Status Determination  

Species FHWA Determination  
of Effect 

FHWA Determination  
of Effect 

San Joaquin kit fox Not Likely to Adversely Affect Likely to Adversely Affect 

Yuma myotis bat Not Likely to Adversely Affect Fish and Wildlife does not make 
determination on Species of 
Concern 

Mountain plover Not Likely to Adversely Affect Not Likely to Adversely Affect 

Swainson’s hawk Not Likely to Adversely Affect Fish and Wildlife does not make 
determination on Species of 
Concern 

Western burrowing 
owl 

Not Likely to Adversely Affect Fish and Wildlife does not make 
determination on Species of 
Concern 

Western pond turtle  Not Likely to Adversely Affect Fish and Wildlife does not make 
determination on Species of 
Concern 

Valley elderberry 
longhorn beetle 

No Effect Not Likely to Adversely Affect 

 

San Joaquin Kit Fox 

The San Joaquin kit fox is listed as a federally endangered and state threatened 

species. The project area contains suitable foraging habitat for the San Joaquin kit 

fox. Project construction would permanently affect 162 hectares (400 acres), of which 

110 hectares (273 acres) consist of various crops. However, denning habitat or other 

refuge-type areas are not widely available and, therefore, would not be substantially 

affected.  
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Sightings of kit foxes have been recorded to the east and west of the proposed project 

area, but no evidence exists to date that kit foxes travel across the valley floor. Large 

blocks of unplowed grassland habitat lie along Sandy Mush Road, west of the 

proposed project. These habitat blocks are some of the last remaining in this portion 

of the Central Valley floor. For this reason, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has 

proposed establishing an east-west migration corridor for kit foxes along Sandy Mush 

Road in its Recovery Plan for Upland Species (USFWS 1998).  

No kit fox mortality is expected to result from project construction. Mitigation for 

potential impacts to the kit fox is expected to improve the overall prospects for kit 

foxes (and other listed species) in the region.  

Yuma Myotis Bat 

The Yuma myotis bat, a federal species of concern, was seen under the following 

existing bridges that provide the bat with summertime day and night roosting habitat:  

Dutchman Creek, Duck Slough Overflow South, Duck Slough, and Duck Slough 

Overflow North. The northbound lanes of these bridges would be demolished as part 

of the project. 

No bat mortality is expected to result from project construction. Mitigation for 

potential impacts to the bat is expected to improve the overall prospects for bats in the 

region. 

Mountain Plover 

The mountain plover is listed as a federal species of concern. The project area 

contains suitable foraging habitat for the mountain plover. Approximately 12.6 

hectares (31 acres) of suitable foraging habitat (plowed fields) would be permanently 

affected by the project. 

No mountain plover mortality is expected to result from project construction. Winter 

foraging habitat would be set aside in perpetuity as a result of mitigation for impacts 

to the San Joaquin kit fox.  

Swainson’s Hawk 

The Swainson’s hawk is listed as a state threatened species. Five Swainson’s hawk 

nests were identified within the project area near Deadman Creek. Swainson’s hawk 

pairs currently use three of the five nests; a red-tailed hawk pair has occupied one 

nest for the past two years, and one nest has been unoccupied by raptors for the past 

three years.  
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The project area contains suitable foraging habitat for the Swainson’s hawk. 

Approximately 75.7 hectares (187 acres) of suitable foraging habitat would be 

permanently affected by the project. The project would remove one tree containing a 

Swainson’s hawk nest. However, this nest has been unoccupied by hawks for the past 

three years. 

No Swainson’s hawk mortality is expected to result from project construction.  

Western Burrowing Owl 

Western burrowing owls, a federal species of concern, have been seen within one 

mile (north) of the project area. Burrowing owl pellets have also been seen on the 

levee banks of the Lingard Lateral Irrigation Canal. However, individual burrowing 

owls and owl burrows have not been seen in the project area.  

No owl mortality is expected to result from project construction. Ground squirrel 

burrows are very common in all areas of the project area. These burrows can serve as 

habitat for burrowing owls. Because of the availability of suitable foraging habitat 

and ground squirrel burrows near streams and irrigation canals, it is assumed that 

burrowing owls can nest within the proposed project area.  

Construction avoidance measures are expected to reduce the potential impacts to the 

species. In addition, burrowing owl foraging habitat would be set aside in perpetuity 

as a result of mitigation for impacts to the San Joaquin kit fox.  

Western Pond Turtle 

Western pond turtles, a federal species of concern, have been seen just north of the 

project area in Owens Creek and within the project area in Duck Slough. Project 

construction would involve temporary disturbance to Duck Slough in a localized area 

where basking sites and nesting sites for the turtle are not available. Individual turtles 

may wander into the construction zone when Duck Slough is carrying water during 

the warm months. 

No western pond turtle mortality is expected to result from project construction. 

Avoidance measures implemented for potential impacts are expected to reduce 

potential impacts to the species.  

Valley Elderberry Longhorn Beetle 

The valley elderberry longhorn beetle, federally listed as threatened, relies entirely on 

the elderberry shrub for food and reproduction. Five elderberry shrubs lie in the 
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project area: four at the Athlone Wetland and one on the railroad berm across from 

the California Highway Patrol truck weigh station. No beetle exit holes were 

observed in the shrubs at the Athlone Wetland. No access was available to survey the 

shrub on the railroad berm. 

No impact to elderberry shrubs is expected to result from project construction. 

Avoidance measures during construction are expected to eliminate potential 

construction impacts. 

During construction, best management practices would be followed. Equipment 

parking, project access, supply logistics, equipment maintenance, and other project-

related activities would occur within designated staging areas in the project area that 

are pre-approved by a Caltrans biologist. 

Avoidance, Minimization and Mitigation Measures 

San Joaquin Kit Fox 

Caltrans proposes the following mitigation options for potential project impacts to the 

San Joaquin kit fox:  

• Pre-construction surveys prior to ground disturbance to search for kit fox dens in 

the project area. Project actions likely to result in incidental take (unintended 

harm) of kit foxes would stop immediately, and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 

Service would be contacted immediately for further assistance. 

• Construction of taller bridges over local streams and overflow areas that would 

serve as enhanced east-west movement corridors under State Route 99. Bridge 

crossings include Dutchman Creek, South Dutchman Creek, Deadman Creek, and 

Duck Slough. Bridged overflow areas include Duck Slough Overflow South and 

Duck Slough Overflow North (see Figure 3-1). The additional cost of the “kit fox-

friendly” structures would add approximately $800,000 to the cost of the project. 

• Construction of two culverts in two locations where the profile would allow. 

These culverts would be 2 meters (6 feet) high and 3.5 meters (10 feet) wide and 

would not carry water during average rains. The two interchanges, with standard 

2.4-meter-wide (8-foot-wide) shoulders, would also be crossing points. The two 

culverts would have a combined cost of approximately $1 million. 

• Creation of large, grassy basins along the proposed alignment that would facilitate 

access to the undercrossings and possible foraging habitat. 
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• Installation of right-of-way fences designed to guide kit foxes toward under-

crossings. In this manner, vehicle strikes of kit fox would be minimized. 

Additional costs associated with the enhancement of right-of-way fencing could 

amount to approximately $180,000.  

• To enhance crossing points for kit fox under the new alignment, buffer zones to 

preserve open space, conservation easements on five 40-acre buffers would be 

purchased around the culverts and interchanges. These buffer zones would cost 

approximately $300,000. 

Swainson’s Hawk 

 

The conservation easements for San Joaquin kit fox would serve a dual purpose as 

mitigation for the Swainson’s hawk.  

Mountain Plover 

The conservation easements for San Joaquin kit fox would serve a dual purpose as 

mitigation for the mountain plover. 

Mitigation details are in accordance with the Biological Opinion issued by the U.S. 

Fish and Wildlife Service as a condition of the Section 7 formal consultation on the 

San Joaquin kit fox and mountain plover. 
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         Figure 3-1  Map of Enhanced Movement Corridors for Kit Fox 
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Yuma Myotis Bat 

Caltrans proposes the following mitigation for potential project impacts to the Yuma 

myotis bat: 

• Bridge construction should occur during the winter months when bats would not 

use the bridges.  

• Prior to bridge demolition, a qualified biologist would confirm that no hibernating 

bats are present. 

• If bridges are to be removed during warmer months when bats are present, the 

bats would be encouraged to leave the bridges through passive means (such as use 

of bright lights). 

• Existing southbound State Route 99 bridges would remain standing and would 

continue to function as bat-roosting habitat. 

• Construction of the new alignment and eastern frontage road would involve the 

construction of 13 new bridges to replace the four bridges to be removed under 

existing State Route 99. Bat-friendly habitat (bat boxes) may be incorporated into 

the structure of the new bridges to enhance their utility as bat habitat. 

Western Burrowing Owl 

Caltrans proposes the following mitigation for potential project impacts to the 

burrowing owl: 

• Pre-construction surveys would be conducted to determine whether active 

burrowing owl burrows are present in the construction area. 

• No disturbance would occur within 50 meters (160 feet) of occupied burrows 

during the non-breeding season (September 1 through January 31) or within 75 

meters (250 feet) during the breeding season (February 1 through August 31), 

unless a qualified biologist approved by California Department of Fish and Game 

verifies that either: (1) birds have not begun egg-laying and incubation, or (2) that 

juveniles from the occupied burrows are foraging independently and are capable 

of independent survival. 

• When destruction of occupied burrows is unavoidable, existing unsuitable 

burrows would be enhanced (enlarged or cleared of debris) or created (by 

installing artificial burrows) at a ratio of 1:1. 
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• If owls must be moved away from the disturbance area, passive relocation 

techniques (such as burrow exclusion), rather than trapping, would be used. 

• Proposed compensation for the loss of San Joaquin kit fox foraging habitat could 

include lands suitable as foraging and nesting habitat for the burrowing owl. 

Western Pond Turtle 

Caltrans proposes the following mitigation for potential project impacts to the 

western pond turtle: 

• If possible, construction in the vicinity of Duck Slough would occur during the 

winter months when water flow in Duck Slough is absent or at a minimum. 

• If construction were to proceed during the warm months, it is unlikely that pond 

turtles would enter the construction zone because of the noise and human 

presence. However, if pond turtles were seen in the construction zone, they would 

be removed from the area by a qualified biologist. 

Valley Elderberry Longhorn Beetle 

Caltrans proposes the following mitigation for potential project impacts to the valley 

elderberry longhorn beetle: The five shrubs would be designated as an 

environmentally sensitive area and avoided. No construction activity or parking of 

equipment would occur within 6.5 meters (20 feet) of any shrub. A fence would mark 

the environmentally sensitive area. 

3.7 Floodplains 

Regulatory Setting 

Executive Order 11988 (floodplain management) directs all federal agencies to 

refrain from conducting, supporting, or allowing actions in floodplains unless it is the 

only practicable alternative. The Federal Highway Administration requirements for 

compliance are outlined in 23 Code of Federal Regulations 650 Subpart A. 

To comply, the following must be analyzed: 

• The practicability of alternatives to any longitudinal encroachments 

• Risks of the action 

• Impacts on natural and beneficial floodplain values 
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• Support of incompatible floodplain development 

• Measures to minimize floodplain impacts and to preserve/restore any beneficial 

floodplain values affected by the project 

The 100-year floodplain is defined as “the area subject to flooding by the flood or tide 

having a one percent chance of being exceeded in any given year.” An encroachment 

is defined as “an action within the limits of the 100-year floodplain.” 

Affected Environment 

The project area lies in the eastern portion of Merced County in the San Joaquin 

Valley where the terrain is flat. Many of the creeks and rivers in the county do not 

have perennial flow and are dry from late spring through the fall. Stream channels are 

well entrenched and steep in the foothills, but have limited capacity on the valley 

floor. They are periodically choked with vegetation, causing channel capacities to 

overflow during major rains. Overflow from the channels generally spreads out as 

slow-moving, shallow flooding. 

Land next to the project is mainly agricultural. The existing highway profile is one-

half meter to one meter (1.5 feet to 3 feet) above ground. The Southern Pacific 

Railroad track runs parallel along the west side of the highway; it sits higher 

(elevation) than the highway. Runoff patterns are restricted, and ponding occurs 

behind the railroad track and roadway embankments. 

Flood Insurance Rate Maps were used to identify portions of the proposed project that 

could be in an area subject to flooding. Flood Insurance Rate Maps designated two 

floodplain zones within the project area. The area from the Chowchilla River to 

Harvey Petitt Road is designated as Zone X, denoting an area outside the 500-year 

floodplain. The construction of dams upstream has reduced the flow in the 

Chowchilla River to below river capacity. The area from Harvey Petitt Road to 

McHenry Road is designated as Zone A, denoting an area in the 100-year floodplain, 

but the depth of the flooding has not been determined.  

Numerous water bodies flow within the proposed project limits: from south to north, 

the Chowchilla River, South Dutchman Creek, Dutchman Creek, Deadman Creek, 

South Slough, Mariposa Creek, Duck Slough, and Snake Slough. The natural channel 

of South Dutchman Creek has been destroyed since upstream flood control dams 

were built. An opening along the highway is still needed to transfer runoff generated 

locally in the event of a big storm. Dutchman Creek does not have the capacity to 
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carry 100-year storm runoff. The U.S. Geological Survey National Water Data 

Storage and Retrieval System does not monitor South Dutchman Creek or Dutchman 

Creek. 

Impacts  

None of the project alternatives would change existing flow patterns. Water would 

still pond behind the Southern Pacific Railroad track and the existing roadway. The 

existing waterways would not be affected by the project. The proposed work does not 

affect the designated flood zones. 

No mitigation is required. State Route 99 in the proposed project area would be 

elevated above the 100-year floodplain to allow emergency access and continued use 

of the roadway during a major storm. 

3.8 Land Use, Planning, and Growth 

Regulatory Setting 

The Council on Environmental Quality regulations, which implement the National 

Environmental Policy Act of 1969, require evaluation of the potential environmental 

consequences of all proposed federal activities and programs. This provision includes 

a requirement to examine indirect consequences, which may occur in areas beyond 

the immediate influence of a proposed action and at some time in the future. The 

Council on Environmental Quality regulations, 40 Code of Federal Regulations 

1508.8, refer to these consequences as secondary impacts. Secondary impacts may 

include changes in land use, economic vitality, and population density—all elements 

of growth. 

The California Environmental Quality Act also requires the analysis of a project’s 

potential to induce growth. Its guidelines, Section 15126.2(d), require that 

environmental documents “…discuss the ways in which the proposed project could 

foster economic or population growth, or the construction of additional housing, 

either directly or indirectly, in the surrounding environment…” 

Affected Environment 

Within the project area, State Route 99 lies on flat terrain in a rural area in eastern 

Merced County between the Madera/Merced county line and the city of Merced in the 

central San Joaquin Valley. The land use in the area is zoned agricultural-residential 

and agricultural. 
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This area, the geographic center of California, has relatively low relief, with an 

average elevation of approximately 76.2 meters (250 feet) above mean sea level. The 

climate in this portion of the valley is characterized by hot, dry summers and wet, 

mild winters. 

State Route 99, a north-south highway bisecting the eastern half of Merced County, is 

an important access route connecting regional communities in the San Joaquin 

Valley. In addition to serving as a main commuter/interstate commerce link from 

southern to northern San Joaquin Valley areas, the roadway also serves as a touring 

route to historic points of interest. 

Impacts 

Land use in the project area would not change drastically, nor would the proposed 

project promote unnecessary growth. The project would not affect the railroad right-

of-way, train traffic, or future train routes or flow. Local traffic patterns would be 

altered slightly. The project would maintain and ease the expected flow patterns of 

local traffic.  

Although farmland in the proposed project area would be converted to highway, the 

proposed build alternatives are consistent with state and local government plans and 

policies on land use and development in the area. 

3.9 Farmlands/Agricultural Lands 

Regulatory Setting 

The National Environmental Policy Act and the Farmland Protection Policy Act, 

United States Code 4201-4209, and its regulations, Title 7 Code of Federal 

Regulations Ch. VI Part 658) require federal agencies, such as the Federal Highway 

Administration, to coordinate with the Natural Resources Conservation Service if 

their activities may irreversibly convert farmland (directly and indirectly) to 

nonagricultural use. For purposes of the Farmland Protection Policy Act, farmland 

includes prime farmland, unique farmland, and land of statewide or local importance. 

The land does not have to be used for cropland currently. 

The California Environmental Quality Act requires the review of projects that would 

convert Williamson Act contract land to non-agricultural uses. The main purposes of 

the Williamson Act are to preserve agricultural land and to encourage open space 

preservation and efficient urban growth. The Williamson Act provides incentives to 
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landowners through reduced property taxes to deter the early conversion of 

agricultural and open space lands to other uses. 

Affected Environment 

The project area is mainly farmland, consisting mostly of almond orchards, sweet 

potato and tomato row crops, and dairies. It had historically been known for ranches 

and dairies. Agriculture is the leading industry for Merced County, which has about 

424,920 hectares (1,050,000 acres) of farmland in production. Several rural 

residences and some commercial properties are scattered throughout the project area.  

Impacts 

A Farmland Conversion Impact Rating score was developed for the proposed project 

based on eight combinations of the six alternatives being considered (the four 

alternatives for the southern Plainsburg section times the two alternatives for the 

northern Arboleda section) for this project, using the four alternatives for the south 

Plainsburg section and the two alternatives for the north Arboleda section (see 

Appendix E).  

The Farmland Conservation Score is used to determine if a project will have a 

significant impact on farmland. The Natural Resources Conservation Service uses the 

score of 160 as the threshold for further consideration of farmland impacts. The 

Farmland Conversion Impact Rating score for three of the combinations of 

alternatives was equal to or higher than 160, requiring further consideration under the 

Farmland Protection Policy Act.  

This project would acquire between 307 to 553 hectares (760 to 1,333 acres) of 

farmland (see Table 3.8).  

Table 3.8  Farmland Conversion by Alternative 

Plainsburg 
Alternative/ 

Arboleda 
Alternative  

Land 
Converted 
in hectares 

(acres) 

Prime & Unique 
Farmland 

in hectares 
(acres) 

Percentage 
of Farmland 

in State 

Farmland 
Conversion 

Impact Rating 

1A/4 323.8 (800.1) 101.5 (250.8) 0.00003% 148 

1B/4 345.7 (854.3) 95.8 (236.7) 0.00003% 148 

2/4 460.7 (1,138.3) 91.0 (224.9) 0.00004% 159 

3/4 553.9 (1368.6) 108.2 (267.3) 0.00005% 161 

1A/5 307.8 (760.6) 96.1 (237.5) 0.00003% 147 

1B/5 338.0 (835.2) 101.2 (250.0) 0.00003% 148 
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2/5 444.8 (1099.2) 96.4 (238.2) 0.00004% 160 

3/5 539.5 (1333.1) 113.6 (280.6) 0.00005% 163 

Source: Form NRCS-CPA-106 (Farmland Conversion Impact Rating for Corridor-Type Projects). This table 

reflects updated acreage numbers. 

Additional land, other than that directly required, may need to be purchased for the 

project due to segmentation of parcels and/or loss of access. Upon completion of the 

realigned freeway, some of the land may become excess land that could then be 

resold to adjacent property owners.  

The following are estimated acquisitions that would not be directly converted into the 

proposed freeway: 

• Alternative 1A/4 – 28.5 hectares (70.4 acres)  

• Alternative 1B/4 – 30.8 hectares (76.0 acres)  

• Alternative 2/5 – 121 hectares (300.0 acres)  

• Alternative 3/5 – 187 hectares ( 462.9 acres) 

• Alternative 1A/5 – 28.5 hectares (70.4 acres)  

• Alternative 1B/5 – 30.8 hectares (76.0 acres)  

• Alternative 2/5 – 121 hectares (300.0 acres)  

• Alternative 3/5 – 187 hectares ( 462.9 acres) 

Seven properties in the northern Arboleda section are designated for protection under 

the Williamson Act (see Tables 3.9a and 3.9b). In addition, 24.4 to 95.7 hectares 

(60.4 to 236.0 acres) of farmland under Williamson Act Contract may be affected by 

the proposed project. Williamson Act owners have entered into a contract with the 

county agreeing to restrict use of the land to agriculture or open space and in return 

receive low property tax assessments. In Merced County, for a property to be eligible 

for the Williamson Act, it must consist of at least 4 hectares (10 acres) of farmland.  

Arboleda Alternative 4 would acquire approximately 92.6 hectares (229 acres) of 

Williamson Act properties. This alternative also results in full acquisition of five 

Williamson Act properties. It would also acquire enough acres of one parcel  

(APN 066-130-25) that it would no longer be eligible for Williamson Act protection. 

Arboleda Alternative 5 would acquire approximately 24.4 hectares (60.4 acres) of 

Williamson Act properties. Alternative 5 would fully acquire two Williamson Act 
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properties. However, none of the remaining properties would lose their Williamson 

Act protection status. 

Plainsburg Alternatives 1A and 1B would not acquire any Williamson Act property. 

Alternative 2 would acquire 2.66 hectares (6.7 acres), and Alternative 3 would 

acquire 1.86 hectares (4.6 acres).  

 

Table 3.9a  Conversion of Williamson Act Properties—South Plainsburg 
Section 

Total Property  
to be Acquired for Highway 

in hectares (acres)* 
Parcel 

Number 

Hectares 
(Acres) of 

Parcel 
Alternative 

1A 
Alternative 

1B 
Alternative 

2 
Alternative 

3 

067-180-05 79.8 (197.1) 0.0 (0.0) 0.0 (0.0) 2.5 (6.3) 1.7 (4.2) 

067-180-07 15.7 (38.9) 0.0(0.0) 0.0 (0.0) 0.16 (0.4) 0.16 (0.4) 

Total (236) 0.0 (0.0) 0.0 (0.0) 2.66 (6.7) 1.86 (4.6) 
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Table 3.9b  Conversion of Williamson Act Properties—North Arboleda 
Section 

Total Property  
to be Acquired for 

Highway 
in hectares (acres) 

Percentage of Williamson 
Act Property to be 

Acquired for Highway 
Parcel 

Number 

Hectares 
(Acres) of 

Parcel 
Alternative 

4 
Alternative 

5 
Alternative 

4 
Alternative 

5 

066-130-24 6.5 (16.0) 6.5 (16.0) 0.08 (0.2) 100% 1.3% 

066-130-25 6.5 (16.0) 3.2 (7.9) 0.2 (0.4) 49.4% 2.5% 

066-130-26 9.3 (23.0) 9.3 (23.0) 2.9 (7.2) 100% 31.3% 

066-130-33 40.9 (101.0) 25.9 (64.0) 1.7 (4.3) 64% 4.3% 

066-130-34 7.7 (19.0) 7.7 (19.0) 7.7 (19.0) 100% 100% 

066-130-38 26.1 (64.0) 26.1 (64.0) 4.6 (11.3) 100% 18.0% 

066-180-07 7.3 (18.0) 7.3 (18.0) 7.3 (18.0) 100% 100% 

Total 104.7 (257.4) 92.9 (229.6) 24.4 (60.4)   

Project 
Area 

   89% * 23.4% * 

* Percentage of Williamson Act property in the project area that may be acquired for the project 

Avoidance, Minimization and Mitigation Measures 

Because the entire project is surrounded by farmland, the only alternative that would 

avoid loss of farmland would be the no-build alternative. The no-build alternative 

would not meet the purpose and need. Alternatives that widen State Route 99 without 

relocating the alignment east would reduce farmland acquisition, but are not feasible 

due to conflicts with the Southern Pacific railroad. 

As part of the right-of-way process for purchasing land, Caltrans tries to negotiate 

parcel exchanges with neighboring farmers to reconfigure split farmland parcels for 

resale so that the parcels would continue to be farmed, therefore not contributing 

further to the segmentation and conversion of farmland. 

As part of the requirements for biological mitigation, Caltrans would be acquiring 

conservation easements on 80.9 hectares (200 acres) of farmland. This would prevent 

development on these parcels. 
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3.10 Community Impacts (Social, Economic) 

Regulatory Setting 

Caltrans studied potential social and economic impacts to the residents and businesses 

along the proposed project area. Caltrans looked at concerns such as community 

cohesion, travel patterns and accessibility, schools, churches, emergency services, and 

identifiable groups that would be benefited or harmed by the proposed project. 

Affected Environment 

In 2000, the population of Merced County was 210,000, and the population of the city 

of Merced was 63,300. Merced County is projected to grow 2.7 percent a year over 

the next 20 years. The median family size was 3.7 individuals, and average earnings 

per job was $28,648 (in 2000).  

The project area is mostly rural agricultural land, with farms and dairies along the 

existing alignment. One “roadside” business—the Merced City Truck Stop—depends 

on passing traffic for customers. One quarter of the county’s population is employed 

in the field of agriculture. Local farms and agricultural businesses use State Route 99 

to transport goods and livestock to other parts of the Central Valley and California.  

Emergency vehicles such as police, fire and ambulance must contend with the flow of 

through-traffic on State Route 99 when attempting to cross the expressway at at-grade 

intersections. 

Impacts 

The build alternatives would change local traffic circulation by closing the at-grade 

intersections. Construction of the proposed interchanges across State Route 99 would 

make crossing the highway safer and could in turn provide improved community 

cohesion in the project vicinity. Use of the proposed interchanges would decrease 

response time for emergency vehicles as well as local school bus service. Access to 

and between properties affected by the project would be improved with the building 

of the frontage roads. The no-build alternative would not provide these changes and 

benefits.  

The proposed project would be built in multiple stages, and a Traffic Management 

Plan would be necessary. During the construction phases of the project, every effort 

would be made to inform motorists of potential traffic delays. In addition, Caltrans 

could use the Construction Zone Enhanced Enforcement Program, which would place 

California Highway Patrol units near the beginning and end of the proposed project to 
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deter speeding and enforce safe use of the roadway within the posted construction 

zone limits. Some construction would be done at night to limit traffic disruptions and 

delays. Two detours are planned, but are expected to cause minimal impact.  

3.11 Environmental Justice 

Regulatory Setting 

All projects involving a federal action (funding, permit, or land) must comply with 

Executive Order 12898, Federal Actions to Address Environmental Justice in 

Minority Populations and Low-Income Populations, signed by President Bill Clinton 

on February 11, 1994. This order directs federal agencies to take the appropriate and 

necessary steps to identify and address disproportionately high and adverse effects of 

federal projects on the health or environment of minority and low-income populations 

to the greatest extent practicable and permitted by law. Low income is defined based 

on the Department of Health and Human Services poverty guidelines. For 2005, this 

amount was $19,350 for a family of four. 

All considerations under Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and related statutes 

have also been included in this project. See Appendix C for a copy of the Caltrans 

Title VI policy statement. 

Poverty data for specific communities was not available from the Department of 

Health and Human Services, therefore poverty data disclosed in this document 

reflects information obtained from the U.S. Census Bureau (2000 Census). 

Affected Environment 

The project area has a population of 189 based on 2000 Census data, which was 

collected for census blocks where right-of-way acquisition is anticipated. Minority 

populations were identified using 2000 Census data. Ethnicity information for the 

project area was available by individual blocks (12 blocks were identified in the 

project area). The following Census Tracts, Block Groups, and Blocks would be 

affected by this project: 

• Census Tract 18.02, Block Group 1: Blocks 1053, 1054, 1056, and 1058. 

• Census Tract 19.02, Block Group 2: Blocks 2033, 2063, 2064, 2066, 2067, 2068, 

2069, and 2103 
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In the 2000 Census, seven categories of race/ethnicity were recognized within Merced 

County, the project area and throughout the individual blocks, as shown in Tables 

3.10 and 3.11. Within the project area, the Hispanic population made up 25.4 percent 

of the population; Whites, 64.6 percent; and African-Americans, Asians, Native 

Americans, Native Hawaiians, and other races, less than 10 percent each. 

The minority population of all but four blocks is statistically lower than the minority 

population of the project area (Tables 3.10 and 3.11): 

• Census Tract 18.02, Block Group 1, Block 1053 shows a higher percentage of 

African-Americans compared to the project area. This block covers the area east 

of State Route 99 between Mariposa Way and McHenry Road.   

• Census Tract 18.02, Block Group 1, Block 1055 shows a higher percentage of 

Native Americans compared to the project area. This block covers the area east of 

State Route 99 between Worden Avenue and Pioneer Road. 

• Census Tract 19.02, Block Group 2: Block 2067 shows a higher percentage of 

Hispanics compared to the project area. This block covers the area east of State 

Route 99 between Plainsburg Road and Sandy Mush Road. 

• Census Tract 19.02, Block Group 2: Block 2069 shows a higher percentage of 

Hispanics compared to the project area. This block covers the area east of State 

Route 99 from about La Branza Road to Dutchman Creek.  
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Table 3.10  2000 Census: Ethnic Profile 

Ethnicity Merced 
County 

Project 
Area 

Block 1053 Block 1054 Block 1055 Block 1056 Block 2033 Block 2063 Block 2064 Block 2066 Block 2067 Block 2069 

Hispanic 95,466 

 

48 5 17 0 7 9 0 0 0 7 8 

% of Total 45% 25.4% 11.4% 42.5% 0.0% 38.9% 22.5% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 46.7% 88.9% 

Non-
Hispanic 

115,088 141 39 23 7 11 31 4 8 4 8 1 

% of Total 55% 74.6% 88.6% 56.5% 100% 61.1% 76.5% 100.0% 100% 100% 100% 11.1% 

Total 210,554 189 44 40 7 18 40 4 8 4 15 9 

Source: 2000 Census (U.S. Census Bureau) 



 

 

� 
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Table 3.11  2000 Census: Racial Profile of Non-Hispanic Population 

Race Merced 
County 

Project 
Area 

Block 1053 Block 1054 Block 1055 Block 1056 Block 2033 Block 2063 Block 2064 Block 2066 Block 2067 Block 2069 

White 85,585 

 

122 32 20 5 11 29 4 8 4 8 1 

% of Total 74.4% 84.7% 82.1% 86.9% 71.4% 100.0% 93.5% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100% 

Black 7,594 

 

7 6 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

% of Total 6.6% 5.0% 15.4% 4.3% 0.0% 0% 0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0% 0.0% 

American 
Indian 

1,115 

 

4 0 2 2 0 0 0 0 0 0  

% of Total 1% 2.8% 0% 8.7% 28.6% 0.0% 0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0% 0.0% 

Asian 14,041 

 

1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

% of Total 12.2% 0.7% 2.6% 0.0% 0% 0% 0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 

Native 
Hawaiian 

281 

 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

% of Total 

 

0.2% 0.0% 0% 0.0% 0% 0% 0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0% 0% 

Other and 
Two or 
More Races 

6,472 

 

2 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 

% of Total 5.6% 1.4% 0% 0.0% 0% 0% 6.5% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0% 0.0% 

Total 
Population 

115,088 141 39 23 7 11 31 4 8 4 8 1 

Source: 2000 Census (U.S. Census Bureau) 

 

 



 

 

� 
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Data from the 2000 Census was used to determine the percentage of families in the 

project area living with incomes above and below the poverty level. Table 3.12 shows 

that more families have incomes above rather than below the poverty level. 

Table 3.12  Low-Income within the Project Area 

Poverty Breakdown Percentage in Project Area 

Families Living Below the Poverty Line 25.1% 

Families Living Above the Poverty Line 74.9% 

         Source: 2000 Census (U.S. Census Bureau) 

 
Impacts 

Environmental Justice 

Caltrans identified beneficial and adverse impacts of the project. The following 

benefits would affect everyone in the project area:  

• Improved safety and operation 

• Increased capacity that would relieve congestion 

 

Adverse effects of the project would include the following: 

• Noise 

• Residential relocations 

 

Noise 

Caltrans conducted a noise study analysis and determined that there would be an 

adverse noise impact for properties within identified minority communities. Table 

3.13 shows existing and future noise levels for both the build and no-build 

alternatives for properties within minority blocks. 
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Table 3.13  Estimated Noise Levels for Properties Within Minority Blocks 

Future Noise Levels — 2026 

Location 
Existing 
Noise 
Level 

No-
Build 

Alt 
Alt 1A Alt 1B Alt 2 Alt 3 Alt 4 Alt 5 

6863 
Plainsburg 
Avenue 

58 
decibels 

71 
decibels 

68 
decibels 

68 
decibels 

N/A N/A N/A N/A 

7249 
Plainsburg 
Avenue 

62 
decibels 

69 
decibels 

71 
decibels 

69 
decibels 

58 
decibels 

58 
decibels 

N/A N/A 

3875 
McHenry 
Road  
(3 SFR) 

64 
decibels 

67 
decibels 

N/A N/A N/A N/A 71 71 

SFR= Single-family residences 

 

Thirteen properties were evaluated. Of those, nine met the requirement for soundwall 

consideration (see Appendix G). All the properties meeting Noise Abatement Criteria 

met feasibility requirements, but only two met the reasonability (cost-effective to 

build) requirements. See 3.4 Noise for more discussion. 

Three to five residences in minority blocks within the project area meet the Noise 

Abatement Criteria. Nine to 11 residences within the project area would meet the 

Noise Abatement Criteria. The difference between the number of residences in 

minority blocks and the number of residences in the project area indicates that there is 

no statistical difference between the percentage of minority and non-minority 

properties that meet the Noise Abatement Criteria (see Table 3.14). Therefore, there 

is no disproportionate noise impact to a minority or low-income community.
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Table 3.14  Comparison of Properties with Noise Impact 

Breakdown of Properties  
in Project Area 

Alternative 
1A/4 

Alternative 
1B/4 

Alternative 
2/4 

Alternative 
2/4 

Number of properties within the minority 
community that meet the criteria for 
soundwall consideration 

5 5 3 3 

Total number of properties in minority 
communities 

112 112 112 112 

Percentage  4.5% 4.5% 2.7% 2.7% 

Number of properties within the project 
area that meet the criteria for soundwall 
consideration 

6 6 4 4 

Total number of residential properties in 
project area 

189 189 189 189 

Percentage  5.3% 5.3% 2.1% 2.1% 

 

Breakdown of Properties  
in Project Area 

Alternative 
1A/5 

Alternative 
1B/5 

Alternative 
2/5 

Alternative 
2/5 

Number of properties within the minority 
community that meet the criteria for 
soundwall consideration  

5 5 3 3 

Total number of properties in minority 
communities 

112 112 112 112 

Percentage  4.5% 4.5% 2.7% 2.7% 

Number of properties within the project 
area that meet the criteria for soundwall 
consideration 

11 11 9 9 

Total number of residential properties in 
project area 

189 189 189 189 

Percentage  5.8% 5.8% 4.8% 4.8% 
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Relocation 

Seven single-family residences would require relocation from minority blocks within 

the project area. Eighteen to 21 single-family residences would require relocation 

from the project area. A comparison of the difference between the minority blocks 

and the project area shows that there is no statistical difference between the 

percentage of properties that are being relocated (see Table 3.15). Therefore, there is 

no disproportionate noise impact to a minority or low-income community. 

Table 3.15  Comparison of Properties with Relocation Impacts 

Breakdown of Properties  
in Project Area 

Alternative 
1A/4 

Alternative 
1B/4 

Alternative 
2/4 

Alternative 
2/4 

Number of single-family residences to be 
relocated within the minority community  

7 7 7 7 

Total number of properties in low-income 
communities 

112 112 112 112 

Percentage  6.3% 6.3% 6.3% 6.3% 

Number of single-family residences to be 
relocated within the project area 

20 20 21 21 

Total number of residential properties in the 
project area 

189 189 189 189 

Percentage  10.6% 10.6% 11.1% 11.1% 

 

Breakdown of Properties  
in Project Area 

Alternative 
1A/5 

Alternative 
1B/5 

Alternative 
2/5 

Alternative 
2/5 

Number of single-family residences to be 
relocated within the low-income community 

7 7 7 7 

Total number of properties in minority 
communities 

112 112 112 112 

Percentage  4.5% 4.5% 2.7% 2.7% 

Number of single-family residences to be 
relocated within the project area 

18 18 19 19 

Total number of residential properties in the 
project area 

189 189 189 189 

Percentage  9.5% 9.5% 10.1% 10.1% 

 

Based on the above, none of the alternatives would cause disproportionately high and 

adverse effects on any minority or low-income populations as discussed in Executive 

Order 12898 regarding environmental justice. 
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3.12 Growth 

Regulatory Environment 

The Council on Environmental Quality regulations, which implement the National 

Environmental Policy Act of 1969, require evaluation of the potential environmental 

consequences of all proposed federal activities and programs. This provision includes 

a requirement to examine indirect consequences, which may occur in areas beyond 

the immediate influence of a proposed action and at some time in the future. The 

Council on Environmental Quality regulations, 40 Code of Federal Regulations 

1508.8, refers to these consequences as secondary impacts. Secondary impacts may 

include changes in land use, economic vitality, and population density, which are all 

elements of growth.  

The California Environmental Quality Act also requires the analysis of a project’s 

potential to induce growth. California Environmental Quality Act guidelines, Section 

15126.2 (d), require that environmental documents “discuss the ways in which the 

proposed project could foster economic or population growth, or the construction of 

additional housing, either directly or indirectly, in the surrounding environment.” 

Affected Environment 

The project area is mostly farmland, with some rural residences scattered throughout 

the area. 

Impacts 

This project is in compliance with the Merced County General Plan and the Merced 

County Association of Governments Regional Transportation Plan and would not 

encourage unplanned growth. Both plans show the project area zoned for agriculture 

and protected from development. The two interchanges proposed for the project 

would replace 15 at-grade intersections throughout the project area. These 

intersections are not being constructed to allow for development of the surrounding 

area but to accommodate the current traffic circulation and agricultural use of the 

area. Any residential, commercial or industrial development would be prevented by 

the Merced County General Plan. 

3.13 Traffic and Transportation 

Affected Environment 

The Merced County Year 2000 General Plan recognizes the importance of 

automobile and truck transportation. The plan also recognizes that as the county 
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population grows, traffic will increase, making it important to improve and maintain 

the transportation system.  

Impacts 

All southern Plainsburg alternatives would shut down the following at-grade 

intersections: Vista Road, Harvey Petitt Road, Plainsburg Road, Sandy Mush Road, 

Buchanan Hollow Road, and Athlone Road. These intersections would be replaced 

with one above-grade interchange. The interchange would tie into Plainsburg Road on 

the east and Sandy Mush Road on the west. It would also create a new eastern 

frontage road, running from Harvey Petitt Road to Athlone Avenue. The southern 

Plainsburg alternatives would also convert the existing southbound lanes of State 

Route 99 into a western frontage road.  

All the northern Arboleda alternatives would shut down the following at-grade 

intersections: Buchanan Hollow Road, Athlone Road, Ranch Road, Arboleda Drive, 

Le Grand Road, Worden Road, Pioneer Road, Mariposa Way, and McHenry Road. 

They would replace these at-grade intersections with a full above-grade interchange.  

The proposed interchange would tie into Le Grand Road if northern Arboleda 

Alternative 4 is selected. If northern Arboleda Alternative 5 is selected, the 

interchange would tie into Arboleda Drive. A new eastern frontage road would be 

constructed, and the existing southbound State Route 99 would be converted to a 

western frontage road. 

This project would eliminate at-grade intersections that contribute to accidents. It 

would also reduce congestion, which would also reduce accidents. 

Caltrans conducted a Traffic Study in 2003; it was updated in 2006. The build 

alternatives would achieve a level of service “C” on State Route 99 for the 20-year 

design period (2030). See Table 3.16. At this level of service, there would be few 

restrictions on speed and minimal delays. Level of service “C” is the recommended 

level of service for rural highways.  
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Table 3.16  Levels of Service 

 

Level of Service 
Locations 

Without Project With Project 

Segment of State Route 99: 2006 2033 2006 2033 

State Route 99 from Chowchilla River to 
McHenry Road 

C F B C 

State 99/Lingard Road F F X X 

State Route 99/Worden Avenue 
Intersection 

E F X X 

State Route 99/Arboleda Avenue/Ranch 
Road Intersection 

F F X X 

State Route 99/Le Grand Intersection E F X X 

State Route 99/Athlone Avenue 
Intersection  

F F X X 

State Route 99/Pioneer Road Intersection E F X X 

State Route 99/Mariposa Way 
Intersection 

E F X X 

State Route 99/McHenry Road 
Intersection 

E F X X 

State Route 99/Sandy Mush Road 
Intersection 

F F X X 

State Route 99/Plainsburg Intersection  F F X X 

State Route 99/Harvey Petitt Road 
Interchange  

F F X X 

State Route 99/Buchanan Hollow Road 
Intersection 

F F X X 

State Route 99/Vista Road Intersection F F X X 

State Route 99/Plainsburg Interchange  - - C C 

State Route 99/Arboleda Interchange - - C C 

     X = This intersection would be shut down and replaced by two interchanges. 
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Level of Service 
Locations 

Without Project With Project 

Segment of Proposed Frontage Road: 2006 2033 2000 2033 

Proposed Western Frontage 
Road/Athlone  

- - A A 

Proposed Western Frontage Road/Sandy 
Mush 

- - B B 

Proposed Western Frontage 
Road/Plainsburg 

- - A A 

Proposed Eastern Frontage Road/Athlone - - A A 

Proposed Eastern Frontage 
Road/Buchanan Hollow Road 

- - A A 

Proposed Eastern Frontage Road 
/Plainsburg  

- - B B 

Eastern Frontage Road B B B B 

Western Frontage Road   B B 

Proposed Eastern Frontage 
Road/McHenry Road  

- - A A 

Proposed Eastern Frontage Road / 
Mariposa Road 

- - A A 

Proposed Eastern Frontage Road/Pioneer - - A A 

Proposed Eastern Frontage Road/Worden  - - B B 

Proposed Eastern Frontage Road/Le 
Grand  

- - B B 

Proposed Eastern Frontage 
Road/Voorhrees  

- - A A 

Proposed Western Frontage Road/ 
Lingard Road  

- - A A 

Proposed Western Frontage Road/Ranch 
Road 

- - A A 

Proposed Western Frontage Road/Le 
Grand  

- - A A 

Proposed Western Frontage 
Road/Athlone  

- - A A 
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Avoidance, Minimization and Mitigation Measures 

The project would be constructed in two phases. The first phase would construct the 

local road detours, the new State Route 99 northbound and southbound lanes, the 

northbound weigh station, and the interchange overcrossing. Construction of the 

eastern frontage road, the interchange ramps and the transition to existing State Route 

99 would be included in this phase.  

The second phase would require that traffic be shifted to the newly constructed lanes. 

In addition, the existing southbound lanes would be converted into the western 

frontage road, and the old northbound State Route 99 would be removed. The second 

phase would also build the railroad overcrossing. 

3.14 Relocation 

A Relocation Impact Study and a Relocation Impact Memorandum were completed to 

provide Caltrans, local agencies, and the public with information about the effects of 

the proposed project on residential and non-residential occupants within the proposed 

project impact area. These documents addressed potential issues caused by the 

displacement of existing structures and their occupants. Additionally, the Relocation 

Impact Study identified all residential and non-residential units within the 

displacement area of each proposed alternative. The report included descriptions of 

structure characteristics, population characteristics, and type of occupants, along with 

descriptions and availability of residential and non-residential relocation units. 

The assessment was based on field observations, interviews with real estate 

professionals, and secondary source information. Specific relocation requirements for 

a selected alternative would be included in the Final Relocation Impact Study. 

Interviews would be conducted with each affected property owner and tenant before 

acquisition proceedings would begin. 

Regulatory Setting 

The Caltrans Relocation Assistance Program is based on the Federal Uniform 

Relocation Assistance and Real Property Acquisition Policies Act of 1970 (as 

amended) and Title 49 Code of Federal Regulations Part 24. The purpose of the 

Relocation Assistance Program is to ensure that persons displaced as a result of a 

transportation project are treated fairly, consistently, and equitably so that such 

persons will not suffer disproportionate injuries as a result of projects designed for the 
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benefit of the public as a whole (see Appendix F for a summary of the Relocation 

Assistance Program). 

All relocation services and benefits are administered without regard to race, color, 

national origin, or sex in compliance with Title VI of the Civil Rights Act (42 United 

States Code 2000d, et seq.). See Appendix C for a copy of the Caltrans Title VI 

policy statement. 

Affected Environment 

Most of the properties acquired for right-of-way for the proposed project would be 

rural agricultural land, dairies, and agricultural residences. These properties are 

designated primarily for agriculture and are zoned accordingly. 

All relocation assistance would be provided with no discrimination as accorded by the 

Federal Uniform Relocation Assistance and Real Property Policies Act of 1970, as 

amended. Secondary housing resources available in the surrounding communities 

could be considered if agreeable to the tenants or landowners.  

Impacts 

It is Caltrans’ policy that any person (individual, family, corporation, partnership, or 

association) who moves from real property or moves personal property from real 

property as a result of the acquisition of the real property, or is required to relocate as 

a result of a written notice from the California Department of Transportation from the 

real property required for a transportation project, is eligible for relocation assistance. 

All displaced residents would be relocated within Merced County. The City of 

Merced and the surrounding area have adequate relocation resources available to 

accommodate all residents who are displaced as a result of the proposed project. 

According to Merced County Council of Governments figures, there is a 5 percent 

vacancy rate in this community. Based on that vacancy rate, there are sufficient 

single-family residences available for rent and/or for sale that are “equal to or better 

than” the displacement properties. 

Plainsburg Alternatives 

Table 3.17 shows the displacements for the Plainsburg alternatives. In Alternative 1A, 

two single-family homes and one business would be displaced. The business—a truck 

stop on the east side of State Route 99 (APN 075-110-17)—would be relocated. In 

Alternative 1B, this property would be avoided. Alternatives 2 and 3 would displace 

three single-family homes and a possible industrial property (APN 075-110-04), 
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formerly owned by the Anderson Clayton Corporation. A cotton gin on the property 

is not in operation at this time. Alternatives 2 and 3 would acquire the entire parcel, 

including the cotton gin and a single-family home. If Alternative 1A or 1B were 

chosen, the single-family home would be displaced, but the cotton gin would remain 

untouched.  

Table 3.17  Summary of Displacements (Plainsburg Alternatives) 

Alternative 
Single-Family 

Homes 

Residential 
Displacements 

(Residents)
1
 

Non-Residential 
Displacements  

 

Alternative 1A 2 7 1 

Alternative 1B 2 7 1 

Alternative 2 3 10 1 

Alternative 3 3 10 1 
1
 Estimate of residents is based on average of 3.26 residents per unit (2000 Census). Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 

Residential displacees were not interviewed or contacted. 

Arboleda Alternatives  

Table 3.18 shows the displacements for the Arboleda alternatives. Alternative 4 

would relocate 18 single-family homes and one business property. The Double B 

Dairy on Worden Avenue (APN 066-130-38) would be a full acquisition/ 

displacement under Alternative 4. The displacement would include the equipment 

yard and equipment, fuel tanks, shop, milking facility, a new free stall barn, and a 

residence for the groundskeeper. Although this relocation would be costly, extensive 

and time consuming, adequate resources are available in Merced County to relocate 

the Double B Dairy. 

Another business in Alternative 4 is Eastern Pacific Marketing Inc. (APN 067-100-

40). With the current project design, the main building of the business, which is a 

large metal building with five roll-up bay doors, would be removed. However, the lot 

has ample space to move the building to another location. A mobile home on the 

property would not be relocated under the current project design. It would not have to 

be moved or removed from the property. 

Alternative 5 would relocate 16 single-family homes and no business properties. As 

proposed in Alternative 5, Caltrans would acquire slivers of the Double B Dairy 

property. If this acquisition puts the Double B Dairy out of compliance with 

regulations in regard to land for hard waste, the lagoon or land for other dairy 



Chapter 3  Affected Environment, Environmental Consequences, and Mitigation Measures 

 

84  Plainsburg/Arboleda Freeway Project 

operations, Caltrans could mitigate damages by exchanging land from a neighboring 

parcel (APN 066-130-26). 

Alternatives 4 and 5 would displace portions of the property at 3895 McHenry Road 

(APN 066-110-12)—no full acquisition of the two single-family homes on the 

property, but about 15 animal pens with various animals would be relocated. 

Table 3.18  Summary of Displacements (Arboleda Alternatives) 

Alternative 
Single-Family 

Homes 

Residential 
Displacements 

(Residents)
1
 

Non-Residential 
Displacements  

 

Alternative 4 18 59 1 

Alternative 5 16 53 0 
1
 Estimate of residents is based on average of 3.26 residents per unit (2000 Census). Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 

Residential displacees were not interviewed or contacted. 

Avoidance, Minimization and Mitigation Measures 

All displacees would be contacted by a Relocation Agent, who would ensure that 

eligible displacees receive their full relocation benefits, including advisory assistance, 

and that all activities would be conducted in accordance with the Uniform Relocation 

Assistance and Real Property Acquisition Policies Act of 1970, as amended. 

Relocation resources would be available to all displacees free of discrimination. 

3.15 Emergency Services 

The project area lies in the rural countryside. Merced County controls emergency 

services for the area. The proposed project would give emergency services, such as 

fire, police, and ambulance, better access to State Route 99 and the adjacent frontage 

roads and surrounding community. The interchanges would allow for safer crossing 

of the highway and more controlled access, and the increase from four to six lanes 

would ease congestion and speed up response times. 

3.16 Visual/Aesthetics 

Regulatory Settings 

The National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 as amended establishes that the 

federal government use all practicable means to ensure all Americans safe, healthful, 
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productive, and aesthetically and culturally pleasing surroundings (42 United State 

Code 4331[b][2]). To further emphasize this point, the Federal Highway 

Administration in its implementation of National Environmental Policy Act (23 

United States Code 109[h]) directs that final decisions regarding projects are to be 

made in the best overall public interest taking into account adverse environmental 

impacts, including among others, the destruction or disruption of aesthetic values. 

Likewise, the California Environmental Quality Act establishes that it is the policy of 

the state to take all action necessary to provide the people of the state “with . . . 

enjoyment of aesthetic, natural, scenic and historic environmental qualities” (CA 

Public Resources Code Section 21001[b]). 

Affected Environment 

The project area is in a rural area of southern Merced County in the central San 

Joaquin Valley. The project area contains mostly farmland and orchards with the 

occasional single-family home. The terrain of the area is flat with relatively low 

relief. Elevations are around 76.2 meters (250 feet) above sea level. The area contains 

about 10 oak trees and numerous oleanders that are considered visually appealing. 

Impacts 

Construction of the project would not result in any substantial change in the visual 

experience for motorists traveling this stretch of State Route 99. With the project, the 

new on-ramps and off-ramps would become prominent, and their side slopes would 

be visually conspicuous in the relatively flat setting. 

Avoidance, Minimization and Mitigation Measures 

Although there are no substantial impacts to visual resources within the project area,  

Caltrans recommends the following to minimize or avoid any minor visual concerns: 

• Control erosion. 

• Control storm water runoff.  

• Avoid steep slopes. 

• Add functional planting and irrigation within two years of construction 

completion. 

• Install irrigation crossovers.  

• Replace planting for any removal of highway planting. 

• Mitigate for removal of any oak trees. 
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Because of the prominence of the on-ramps and off-ramps, functional planting would 

be necessary to offset visual impacts of the fill slopes when viewed from nearby 

areas. Functional planting and irrigation would be required on the on-ramps and off-

ramps. 

Current designs show no impacts to oak trees or oleanders. If there are changes and 

removal of either is necessary, replacement planting would be required.  

3.17 Historical and Archaeological Resources 

Regulatory Settings 

The term “cultural resources” as used in this document refers to historic and 

archaeological resources. The federal laws dealing with historic and archaeological 

resources are explained below. 

The National Historic Preservation Act, as amended, sets forth national policy and 

procedures regarding “historic properties”—districts, sites, buildings, structures, and 

objects included in or eligible for the National Register of Historic Places. Section 

106 of National Historic Preservation Act requires federal agencies to consider the 

effects of their undertakings on such properties, following regulations issued by the 

Advisory Council on Historic Preservation (36 Code of Federal Regulations 800). 

The Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act addresses the rights of 

lineal descendants, Indian tribes, and Native Hawaiian organizations to Native 

American human remains and certain cultural items with which they are affiliated, 

and directs federal agencies and federally-assisted museums to identify and repatriate 

the cultural affiliation of Native American human remains and related cultural items 

in holdings or collections under their possession or control. 

Cultural resources may also be protected by Section 4(f) of the U.S. Department of 

Transportation Act. 

Under California law, cultural resources are protected by the California 

Environmental Quality Act, as well as Public Resources Code Section 5024.1, which 

established the California Register of Historic Places. Section 5024.5 requires state 

agencies to provide notice to, and to confer with, the State Historic Preservation 

Officer before altering, transferring, relocating, or demolishing state-owned historic 

resources. 
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Affected Environment 

Caltrans conducted an inventory of historical and archaeological resources in the 

project area. Four archaeological sites and 27 historic architectural properties were 

identified within the project’s area of potential effects. Two of the archaeological 

sites and all 27 architectural properties were evaluated for historic significance and 

found ineligible for the National Register of Historic Places. The remaining two 

archaeological sites (CA-MER-381/H and CA-MER-383) were found to be eligible 

for the National Register of Historic Places. 

The first site (CA-MER381/H) contains both historic and pre-historic components. 

The pre-historic component represents a continuous occupation between 7,000 years 

before present (BP) and 1,200 years BP. The site is characterized by an extensive 

deposit of stone and bone artifacts, numerous portable groundstone objects used for 

food preparation, and concentrations of small animal bones. The historic component 

of the site represents the remains of Athlone, a small commercial/railroad/farming 

town that survived several ups and downs from 1870-1950. In its heyday, Athlone 

contained a general store/gas station, a saloon, a teacher’s college, an elementary 

school, and several railroad residences and cabins. The contributing elements of this 

site have research potential important to understanding regional history and pre-

history. 

The second site (CA-MER-383) is an extensive pre-historic habitation site 

characterized by numerous portable groundstone metates and mortars for preparing 

food, bone and stone artifacts, and Native American burials dating to 1,700 years BP. 

This site has the potential to significantly contribute to our understanding of regional 

pre-history. 

In a letter dated January 31, 2003 (see Appendix D), the State Historic Preservation 

Officer concurred with the Federal Highway Administration’s eligibility evaluation.  

Impacts 

Both sites are affected by both Arboleda alternatives. Construction activities such as 

demolition, grading, excavation, and relocation of creek channels proposed for the 

project’s two build alternatives would affect two of the three contributing elements of 

site CA-MER-381/H by placing fill material on top of site. However, by placing fill 

on the site, Caltrans is protecting the site. The State Historic Preservation Officer and 

the Federal Highway Administration concurred with this assessment on February 17, 

2006. Both build alternatives would avoid directly affecting the contributing element 
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of site CA-MER-383. The contributing portion of site CA-MER-383, while situated 

outside the area of direct impact, could be indirectly affected by building demolition, 

vehicle parking, or storage of equipment and supplies. 

Avoidance, Minimization and Mitigation Measures 

On February 17, 2006, the Federal Highway Administration and the State Office of 

Historic Preservation agreed to a Finding of No Adverse Effect.  

The contributing portions of sites CA-MER-381/H and CA-MER-383 that would not 

be directly affected by construction activities would be designated as environmentally 

sensitive areas. A fence would be put around the environmentally sensitive areas, and 

the areas would be monitored by professionally qualified staff during project-related 

ground-disturbing activities.  

It is Caltrans’ policy to avoid cultural resources whenever possible. If buried cultural 

materials are encountered during construction, it is Caltrans’ policy to stop work in 

the area until a qualified archaeologist can evaluate the nature and significance of the 

find. 

3.18 Paleontological Resources 

Regulatory Setting 

Paleontology is the study of life in past geologic time based on fossil plants and 

animals. Although there is no federal law that specifically protects natural or 

paleontological resources, there are a number of laws that have been interpreted to do 

so, the primary law being the Antiquities Act of 1906, which protects historic or pre-

historic ruins or monuments and objects of antiquity. This act has been amended to 

specifically allow funding for paleontological mitigation.  

Under California law, paleontological resources are protected by the California 

Environmental Quality Act, the California Administrative Code, Title 14, Section 

4306 et seq., and Public Resources Code Section 5097.5. 

Affected Environment 

Geologic maps and literature searches show several stratigraphic units in the project 

area. Quaternary deposits occur throughout the area. The Riverbank Formation, 

Modesto Formation and younger Quaternary alluvium are exposed on the surface. 

The Turlock Lake Formation underlies the area and may be exposed upon excavation. 

All three formations have previously yielded vertebrate fossils in the region. 



Chapter 3  Affected Environment, Environmental Consequences, and Mitigation Measures 

 

Plainsburg/Arboleda Freeway Project        89 

Impacts 

All of the alternatives require excavation to a depth that could disturb buried 

paleontological resources. 

Avoidance, Minimization and Mitigation Measures 

Because of the possibility of encountering scientifically significant vertebrate 

specimens during deep excavation, paleontological monitoring is warranted under 

certain conditions. The project area would require monitoring in areas where the 

excavation is below the uppermost few feet of sediment. The proposed project 

includes excavation of storm water retention basins to a depth of approximately 4 

meters (12 feet). Therefore, monitoring is advised for the basins from 2 meters (6.6 

feet) below ground surface to maximum basin depth.  

The contractor doing the monitoring would be required to develop an impact 

mitigation plan for paleontological resources that addresses, in detail, the procedures 

for collecting vertebrate fossils. This would include recording pertinent geographic 

and stratigraphic information, developing preservation methods for specimens, and 

making provisions for the remains to be placed in the collections of an appropriate 

repository and catalogued for future scientific study.  

The mitigation plan would address the recovery of both macrofossils, which are large 

enough to be inspected directly, and microfossils, which must be inspected through a 

microscope. After monitoring, collection, and specimen processing, the contractor 

would generate a final report detailing the results of the mitigation plan. 
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Chapter 4 Cumulative Impacts 

4.1 Regulatory Environment 

Cumulative impacts are those that result from past, present, and reasonably 

foreseeable future actions, combined with the potential impacts of this project. A 

cumulative effect assessment looks at the collective impacts posed by the individual 

land use plans and projects. Cumulative impacts can result from individually minor, 

but collectively substantial, impacts taking place over time. 

Cumulative impacts to resources in the project area may result from residential, 

commercial, industrial, and highway developments, as well as from agricultural 

development and the conversion to more intensive types of agricultural cultivation. 

These land use activities can degrade habitat and species diversity through 

consequences such as displacement and fragmentation of habitats and populations, 

alteration of hydrology, contamination, erosion, sedimentation, disruption of 

migration corridors, changes in water quality, and introduction or promotion of 

predators. They can also contribute to potential community impacts, such as changes 

in community character, traffic patterns, housing availability, and employment.  

The California Environmental Quality Act Guidelines, Section 15130, describe when 

a cumulative impact analysis is warranted and what elements are necessary for an 

adequate discussion of cumulative impacts. The definition of cumulative impacts, 

under California Environmental Quality Act, can be found in Section 15355 of the 

California Environmental Quality Act Guidelines. A definition of cumulative 

impacts, under National Environmental Policy Act, can be found in 40 Code of 

Federal Regulations, Section 1508.7 of the Council on Environmental Quality 

Regulations. 

4.2 Resources 

For this project, resources that warrant a cumulative impact analysis are farmland and 

habitat for special-status species.  

Field crops are a primary use of agricultural land in the project area. In 2002, the 

Census of Agriculture reported 2,964 farms in Merced County, totaling just over one 

million acres. Major crops in Merced County are almonds, tomatoes, cotton and hay.  
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Habitat for special-status species in the project consists of agricultural fields and 

waters of the United States, including jurisdictional wetlands. More than 90 percent 

of the potential impact area is within areas characterized as agricultural land. 

4.3 Traditional Method 

The traditional method of cumulative impact analysis involves identification of 

resources, the study area, Caltrans projects, other projects, and impacts of Caltrans 

and other projects, followed by environmental analysis and development of 

mitigation concepts. 

Study Area for Each Resource Addressed 

Farmland  

There are just over 404,690 hectares (1,000,000 acres) of farmland in Merced County, 

with approximately 116,150 hectares (287,000 acres) in Prime Farmland and 63,941 

hectares (158,000 acres) in Farmland of Statewide Importance. 

Wildlife Habitat 

The biological study area for this project included 1,049 hectares (2,592 acres) 

surrounding the State Route 99 corridor from the Chowchilla River to McHenry 

Road.  

Caltrans Projects 

Several Caltrans projects fall within 24.1 kilometers (15 miles) of the project area. 

Most of the projects involve freeway construction, which would result in acquisition 

of farmland (see Table 4.1). None of these other projects had impacts to San Joaquin 

kit fox foraging habitat. The following Caltrans projects are planned or have been 

completed in or near the project area: 

• Mission Avenue Interchange and Route 99 Conversion Project: This project 

would widen State Route 99 from a four-lane expressway to a six-lane freeway 

between McHenry Road and Childs Avenue. It would also construct a full 

interchange at Mission Avenue and a frontage road. This project is in 

construction.  

• Atwater Freeway Project: This project would convert State Route 99 from a four-

lane expressway to a six-lane freeway. It begins north of the Atwater overhead 

and ends south of Arena Way. This project is scheduled for construction in 2010.  
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• Livingston Freeway Project: This project would convert State Route 99 from a 

four-lane expressway to a six-lane freeway on an eight-lane right-of-way. The 

project runs from just south of Arena Way and ends just south of Hammet 

Avenue. This project is scheduled for construction in 2007. 

• Merced County Campus Parkway Project: This project would construct a 7.2-

kilometer (4.5-mile) limited access expressway on the east side of the City of 

Merced. The new expressway would run from the proposed Mission Avenue 

interchange to Yosemite Avenue, with five proposed intersections: at Mission 

Avenue, Gerard Avenue, Childs Avenue, Olive Avenue, and Yosemite Avenue. 

This project is scheduled for construction in 2009. 

Table 4.1  Impacts of Caltrans Projects 

Caltrans Project 
Approx. Kit Fox 
Forage Habitat 

in hectares (acres) 

Approx. Farmland  
in hectares (acres) 

Mission Avenue Interchange  None 26.3 (65) 

Atwater Freeway None 28.9 (71.5) 

Livingston Freeway None 40.5 (100) 

Campus Parkway None 34.8 (86) 

   

Approximate total in  
hectares (acres) 

None 
130.3 (322) 

 

Other Developments 

According to the Merced County Association of Governments, the county would need 

to develop approximately 6070 hectares (15,056 acres) of agricultural land by 2024 to 

accommodate anticipated growth. Within Merced County, several residential and 

commercial developments are in progress or planned for the near future. Residential 

developments may also include plans for public facilities such as schools, parks, and 

drainage basins. Commercial lots may also be included in residential developments. 

Residential developments in progress or planned (see Table 4.2) include 

approximately 225 hectares (623 acres) for residences and approximately 486 

hectares (1,200 acres) for recreational purposes. An additional 854 hectares (2,110 

acres) have been planned for a residential/commercial development near University 

of California at Merced. Figure 4-1 shows local development projects. 
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Impacts from Other Projects 

Proposed and recent developments, including residential, commercial, and public 

facilities, will result in or have resulted in a change in land use of approximately 1592 

hectares (3,933 acres) to urban development (see Table 4.2). Caltrans repair and 

rehabilitation projects either have not required (projects already constructed) or would 

not require (projects planned) acquisition of farmland for right-of-way. 

Table 4.2  Local Development in the Merced County  

Map # Development 
Approx. Area 
in hectares 

(acres) 
Jurisdiction 

Proposed  
Land Use 

Status 

1 
Riverside 
Motorsports Park 

486 (1,200) County  Recreation 
Pending 
Approval 

2 Atwater Ranch 227 (562) 
City of 
Atwater 

Residential 
Pending 
approval 

3 
Dominion 
Annexation  

25 (61) 
City of 
Merced 

Residential 
Pending 
Approval 

4 
University 
Community Plan 

854 (2,110) 
County of 
Merced 

Residential/ 
Commercial 

Pending 
Approval 

 Approx. Total 1592 (3,933)  

Sources: CEQAnet database (March 2004) 

Impacts from Plainsburg/Arboleda Project 

The build alternatives of the Plainsburg/Arboleda project would result in the direct 

conversion of farmland. Because agricultural land provides some foraging habitat for 

wildlife, including kit foxes, Swainson’s hawks, mountain plovers and burrowing 

owls, there would be a corresponding loss of wildlife habitat (see Table 4.3).  
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Table 4.3  Impacts to Farmland Habitat 

 
Habitat  
Impacts 

Plainsburg 
Alternative 1A + 

Arboleda 
Alternative 4 

Plainsburg 
Alternative 1B + 

Arboleda 
Alternative 4 

Plainsburg 
Alternative 2 + 

Arboleda 
Alternative 4 

Plainsburg 
Alternative 3 + 

Arboleda 
Alternative 4 

Farmland loss 323.1 hectares 
(800.1 acres) 

459.4 hectares 
(1,135.3 acres) 

459.4 hectares 
(1,135.3 acres) 

553.9 hectares 
(1,368.6 acres) 

Foraging habitat 
loss (kit fox, 
Swainson’s 
hawk, and 
burrowing owl) 

 
323.1 hectares 
(800.1 acres) 

 
459.4 hectares 
(1,135.3 acres) 

 
459.4 hectares 
(1,135.3 acres) 

 
553.9 hectares 
(1,368.6 acres) 

 

 
Habitat  
Impacts 

Plainsburg 
Alternative 1A + 

Arboleda 
Alternative 5 

Plainsburg 
Alternative 1B + 

Arboleda 
Alternative 5 

Plainsburg 
Alternative 2 + 

Arboleda 
Alternative 5 

Plainsburg 
Alternative 3 + 

Arboleda 
Alternative 5 

Farmland loss 307.8 hectares 
(760.6 acres) 

345.2 hectares 
(835.2 acres) 

444.8 hectares 
(1,099.2 acres) 

539.5 hectares 
(1,333.1 acres) 

Foraging abitat 
loss (kit fox, 
Swainson’s 
hawk, and 
burrowing owl) 

 
307.8 hectares 
(760.6 acres) 

 
345.2 hectares 
(835.2 acres) 

 
444.8 hectares 
(1,099.2 acres) 

 

 
539.5 hectares 
(1,333.1 acres) 
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Figure 4-1  Map of Caltrans and Other Local Projects 
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4.4 Urban Growth Method 

Merced County is expected to double in population by 2030. To accommodate this 

growth, land conversion would be necessary to meet the need for new businesses, 

residences, industry, and transportation infrastructure. A growth model, which 

incorporated Geographic Information System mapping and city and county general 

plans, was used to determine where growth would likely occur. With the assistance of 

the model, the Merced County Association of Governments developed a Regional 

Transportation Plan that would reduce land conversion, while meeting the needs of 

the county’s population.  

An urban growth model developed by the University of California at Davis and 

maintained by the Merced County Association of Governments was used to quantify 

cumulative impacts of transportation projects in Merced County. The urban growth 

model projected the distribution of future growth and used Geographic Information 

System mapping of known resources to quantify impacts on each resource under 

consideration. The model covered all of Merced County. Major transportation 

projects (including the Plainsburg/Arboleda freeway project) and all other growth 

expected to occur in the county in the next 25 years were analyzed. 

For the purpose of the cumulative impact analysis, the urban growth model focused 

on farmland and foraging habitat. Farmland is often considered as foraging area for 

animal species. For this project, the farmland to be converted also serves as potential 

habitat for threatened and endangered species (the San Joaquin kit fox, Swainson’s 

hawk, mountain plover, and burrowing owl). The same analysis for farmland is true 

for the foraging habitat that the farmland provides. 

County and city general plans, which are incorporated in the urban growth model, 

include measures to protect resources. For example, land use elements (sections) of 

the general plans include measures such as directing growth away from prime 

farmland and consolidating growth in cities as opposed to leapfrog or sprawling 

development patterns. The transportation elements of general plans identify future 

transportation projects that would support the land use elements. The Regional 

Transportation Plan is based in large part on the goals, policies, and projects 

identified in the county and city general plans. The urban growth model captures the 

interaction between these transportation and land use plans. 
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By using the urban growth model, the Merced County Association of Governments 

was able to develop a Regional Transportation Plan that would reinforce the benefits 

of county and city general plans and reduce impacts on resources.  

Impacts  

Table 4.4 shows that the Merced County Association of Governments Regional 

Transportation Plan, which includes the Plainsburg/Arboleda freeway project, would 

result in the conversion of 6078.4 hectares (15,020 acres) of farmland (or potential 

habitat) as compared to 6093.4 hectares (15,057 acres) of farmland if no plan were in 

place.  

Table 4.4  Potential Farmland Conversion 

Potential Impacts to Farmland 
with the  

Merced County Regional 
Transportation Plan 

(Countywide) 

Potential Impacts to Farmland 
without the  

Merced County Regional 
Transportation Plan 

(Countywide) 

Total County 
Farmland 

  
Area in  

Hectares 
(Acres) 

Hectares 
(Acres) 

Converted 

Percentage of 
County 

Converted 

Countywide 
Conversion in 

Hectares 
(Acres) 

Percentage of  
County 

Converted 

474,372 
(1,172,187) 

6078.4 
(15,020) 

1.28% 
6093.4 

(15,057) 
1.28% 

 

Greater impacts would occur without the Regional Transportation Plan projects 

because the transportation infrastructure that is needed to support planned growth 

would not be provided. Congestion would increase in areas most desirable for growth. 

To escape congested areas, some developments would shift to areas where greater 

impacts could occur to resources. Table 4.4 demonstrates that one of the 

consequences of not providing planned transportation infrastructure, including for the 

Plainsburg/Arboleda freeway, would be increased farmland conversion.  

Table 4.5 shows the amount of farmland conversion associated with the various 

combinations of alternatives for the project. Several of these combinations would 

result in additional reduction of farmland conversion. The growth model shows that 

the potential cumulative effect to farmland would range from 5870 hectares (14,506 

acres) to 6078.4 hectares (15,020 acres), depending on which combination of 

alternatives is selected. All combinations of alternatives would result in fewer acres 
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of farmland being converted than not building Regional Transportation Plan projects 

(including this project).  

Table 4.5  Cumulative Impacts for Project   

Farmland Conversion by Alternative Combination 

Plainsburg 1A & Arboleda 4 Plainsburg 1B & Arboleda 4 Plainsburg 2 & Arboleda 4 

Direct 
Hectares 
(Acres) 

Converted 

Hectares 
(Acres) 

Converted: 
Growth Model 

Plus Direct 

Percent 
County 

Converted 

Direct 
Hectares 
(Acres) 

Converted 

Hectares 
(Acres) 

Converted: 
Growth  
Model 

Plus Direct 

Percent 
County 

Converted 

Direct 
Hectares 
(Acres) 

Converted 

Hectares 
(Acres)  

Converted: 
Growth Model 

Plus Direct 

Percent 
County 

Converted 

323.8 
(800.1) 

5848.6 

(14,452) 
1.23% 

345.7 

(854.3) 

5870.4 

(14,506) 
1.24% 

459.4 

(1,135.3) 

5984.2 

(14,787) 
1.26% 

 

Farmland Conversion by Alternative Combination 

Plainsburg 3 & Arboleda 4 Plainsburg 1A & Arboleda 5 Plainsburg 1B & Arboleda 5 

Direct 
Hectares 
(Acres)  

Converted 

Hectares 
(Acres)  

Converted: 
Growth Model 

Plus Direct 

Percent 
County 

Converted 

Direct 
Hectares 
(Acres)  

Converted 

Hectares 
(Acres)  

Converted: 
Growth  
Model 

Plus Direct 

Percent 
County 

Converted 

Direct 
Hectares 
(Acres)  

Converted 

Hectares 
(Acres)  

Converted: 
Growth Model 

Plus Direct 

Percent 
County 

Converted 

553.8 
(1,368.6) 

6078.4 

(15,020) 
1.28% 

307.8 

(760.6) 

5832.4 

(14,412) 
1.23% 

338 

(835.2) 

5862.7 

(14,487) 
1.24% 

 

Farmland Conversion by Alternative Combination 

Plainsburg 2 & Arboleda 5 Plainsburg 3 & Arboleda 5 

Direct 
Hectares 
(Acres)  

Converted 

Hectares 
(Acres)  

Converted: 
Growth Model 

Plus Direct 

Percent 
County 

Converted 

Direct 
Hectares 
(Acres)  

Converted 

Hectares 
(Acres)  

Converted: 
Growth Model 

Plus Direct 

Percent 
County 

Converted 

444.8 
(1,099.2) 

5969.6 

(14,751) 
1.26% 

279.6 

(1,333.1) 

6064.3 

(14,985) 
1.28% 

 

4.5 Environmental Analysis and Mitigation Measures 

Environmental analysis based on the traditional and urban growth model methods is 

included in this section. 
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Traditional Method 

Cumulative impacts to farmland are not expected from the proposed project, other 

Caltrans projects and local development. Agriculture is the number one industry for 

the County of Merced, and planning documents consider the preservation of 

agriculture to be of primary importance. This freeway project conforms to the 

circulation element of the Merced County General Plan, which envisions the highway 

as a six-lane freeway. The project area is outside the urban growth boundary of the 

City of Merced and is not expected to encourage growth. It is also part of the Merced 

County Regional Transportation Plan, which was designed to minimize impacts to 

farmland. 

Urban Growth Method 

When cumulative impacts within Merced County are examined with the urban growth 

model, the cumulative impact on farmland is positive. This means that fewer 

hectares/acres of farmland would be converted as compared to the No-Build 

Alternative in the Regional Transportation Plan:  

• 261 fewer hectares (645 acres) with Plainsburg Alternative 1A and Arboleda 

Alternative 5  

• 245 fewer hectares (605 acres) with Plainsburg Alternative 1A and Arboleda 

Alternative 4 

• 231 fewer hectares (570 acres) with Plainsburg Alternative 1B and Arboleda 

Alternative 5 

• 228 fewer hectares (551 acres) with Plainsburg Alternative 1B and Arboleda 

Alternative 4 

• 124 fewer hectares (306 acres) with Plainsburg Alternative 2 and Arboleda 

Alternative 5 

• 109 fewer hectares (270 acres) with Plainsburg Alternative 2 and Arboleda 

Alternative 4 

• 29.1 fewer hectares (72 acres) with Plainsburg Alternative 3 and Arboleda 

Alternative 5 

• 15 fewer hectares (37 acres) with Plainsburg Alternative 3 and Arboleda 

Alternative 4 
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Because the Plainsburg/Arboleda freeway, as part of the Regional Transportation 

Plan, supports planned growth, it would contribute to a reduction of farmland 

conversion over the next 25 years. 

An ad hoc advisory committee of local planners from Merced County and the cities of 

Merced, Atwater, and Los Banos reviewed these results and found them to be 

reasonable and consistent with the planners’ experiences.



 

 

�
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Chapter 5 California Environmental 
Quality Act Evaluation 

5.1 Determining Significance Under CEQA 

The proposed project is a joint project by Caltrans and the Federal Highway 

Administration and is subject to state and federal environmental review requirements. 

Project documentation, therefore, has been prepared in compliance with both the 

California Environmental Quality Act and the National Environmental Policy Act. 

Caltrans is the lead agency under the California Environmental Quality Act. The 

Federal Highway Administration is the lead agency under the National Environmental 

Policy Act. 

One of the primary differences between the National Environmental Policy Act and 

the California Environmental Quality Act is the way significance is determined. 

Under the national act, significance is used to determine whether an environmental 

impact statement or some lower level of documentation will be required. The national 

act requires that an environmental impact statement be prepared when the proposed 

federal action (project) as a whole has the potential to “significantly affect the quality 

of the human environment.” The determination of significance is based on context 

and intensity. Some impacts determined to be significant under the California 

Environmental Quality Act may not be of sufficient magnitude to be determined 

significant under the National Environmental Policy Act. Under the National 

Environmental Policy Act, once a decision is made regarding the need for an 

environmental impact statement, it is the magnitude of the impact that is evaluated 

and no judgment of its individual significance is deemed important for the text. The 

National Environmental Policy Act does not require that a determination of 

significant impacts be stated in the environmental document.  

The California Environmental Quality Act, on the other hand, does require Caltrans to 

identify each “significant effect on the environment” resulting from the project and 

ways to mitigate each significant effect. If the project may have a significant effect on 

any environmental resource, then an environmental impact report must be prepared. 

Each and every significant effect on the environment must be disclosed in the 

environmental impact report and mitigated if feasible. In addition, the California 

Environmental Quality Act Guidelines list a number of mandatory findings of 

significance, which also require the preparation of an environmental impact report. 
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There are no types of actions under the National Environmental Policy Act that 

parallel the finding of mandatory significance of the California Environmental 

Quality Act. This chapter discusses the effects of this project and California 

Environmental Quality Act significance (see also Appendix A, which contains the 

California Environmental Quality Act checklist).  

According to Title 14 California Code of Regulations, Section 15382, “Significant 

effect on the environment means substantial, or potentially substantial, adverse 

change in any of the physical conditions within the area affected by the project, 

including land, air, water, minerals, flora, fauna, ambient noise, and objects of 

historic or aesthetic significance. An economic or social change by itself shall not be 

considered a significant effect on the environment. A social or economic change 

related to a physical change may be considered in determining whether the physical 

change is significant.” 

5.2 Discussion of Significant Impacts 

Significant Environmental Effects of Proposed Project 

The following impacts would have a significant effect on the environment: 

• Increased noise 

• Loss of farmland 

 

For a full discussion of significant effects for the above issues, please see Chapter 3, 

Section 3.4 Noise and Section 3.9 Farmlands/Agricultural Lands. 

Unavoidable Significant Effects 

Farmland 

The proposed project would contribute to a loss of farmland by acquiring 303 to 561 

hectares (750 to 1,300 acres) of farmland. However, this is an unavoidable impact 

because the project area is surrounded by farmland. The project would be built on 

rural land that is primarily zoned for agricultural use. If the proposed project were 

constructed, farmland would be taken out of production for highway right-of-way 

use. From 91 to 114 hectares (224 to 281 acres) of farmland that would be converted 

to highway use are classified as Prime Farmland by the National Resources 

Conservation Service.  
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The amount of farmland converted would depend on the build alternative, if selected. 

Plainsburg Alternative 3/Arboleda Alternative 4 could have the greatest impact on 

farmland.  

5.3 Mitigation of Measures for Significant Impacts Under 
CEQA 

Agricultural Resources 

Due to the rural nature of the area surrounding the project, it would not be possible to 

build the proposed project without affecting farmland. The only option that would 

avoid loss of farmland would be the No-Build Alternative. The No-Build Alternative 

would not meet the purpose and need of the project. 

 



 

 

� 
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Chapter 6 Summary of Public 
Involvement Process/Tribal 
Coordination 

6.1 Public Information Meeting/Open House 

Caltrans held a public information meeting/open house for the State Route 99 

Plainsburg/Arboleda freeway project on Wednesday, May 16, 2001, from 4:00 p.m. 

to 7:00 p.m. at Plainsburg Elementary School at 3708 Plainsburg Road in Merced. 

The purpose of the meeting was to provide the public and all interested parties with 

information regarding the status of the project and to gain public input on the project 

alternatives prior to Caltrans preparing the draft environmental document.  

Caltrans announced the meeting by public notice advertisements published in The 

Merced Sun-Star on Wednesday, April 18, 2001, and in The Modesto Bee on 

Thursday, April 26, 2001 and Wednesday, May 9, 2001. Caltrans also sent letters of 

invitation to federal, state, and local officials, as well as to 75 local residences and 

small businesses located within a one-mile radius of the proposed project location.  

Approximately 30 residents and interested parties (all from Merced County) attended 

the public information meeting/open house. Of those who attended, 10 individuals 

submitted written comments during the meeting. One comment card was later 

received by mail. In addition, a number of oral comments were given and recorded at 

the meeting. The comments received, both oral and written, focused on the following 

issues: 

• Property acquisition and amount of right-of-way to be required 

• Reduction in agricultural land being acquired 

• Location of the interchanges 

• Landscaping implementation 

• Amount of access to State Route 99 that would be left for residents  
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A Public Information Meeting/Open House Summary Report was completed in June 

2001. If you would like a copy of the report, please send a written request to David 

Farris at the California Department of Transportation, 2015 E. Shields Avenue, Suite 

100, Fresno, CA  93726.  

6.2 Public Hearing/Open House 

Caltrans held a public hearing/open house for the State Route 99 Plainsburg/Arboleda 

freeway project on Thursday, June 12, 2003, from 4:00 p.m. to 7:00 p.m. at 

Plainsburg Elementary School at 3708 Plainsburg Road in Merced.  

The purpose of the public hearing/open house was to facilitate communication 

between Caltrans and the public about the project. The hearing also allowed Caltrans 

the opportunity to present findings from the environmental studies. As required for a 

public hearing, a court reporter was available to record comments. 

Caltrans announced the public hearing/open house by public notice advertisements 

published in The Mariposa Tribune on May 27, 2003 and June 3, 2003, in El Sol for 

the weeks of May 22-28, 2003 and June 5-11, 2003, and in The Modesto Bee on May 

21, 2003 and June 4, 2003. Caltrans also sent letters of invitation to federal, state, and 

local officials as well as to local residences and small businesses located within a one-

mile radius of the proposed project area. Approximately 20 residents and interested 

parties (all from Merced County) attended the public hearing/open house.  

Of those who attended, 10 individuals submitted comments either orally to the court 

reporter or in writing on the comment cards provided at the meeting. The comments 

received, both oral and written, focused on the following issues: 

• Two people had comments on other projects: the Mission Avenue Interchange 

project and the Campus Parkway project 

• Four people expressed a preference for Arboleda Alternative 5 

• One person preferred Plainsburg Alternative 1A 

• One person preferred Plainsburg Alternative 1B 

• Most comments were concerned about impacts to the person’s property or 

business within the area 
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• One person questioned the need for and expressed concern regarding traffic on the 

frontage road  

A summary report of the public hearing/open house is available. If you would like a 

copy of the report, please send a written request to David Farris at the California 

Department of Transportation, 2015 E. Shields Avenue, Suite 100, Fresno, CA  

93726. 

During the public comment period, it was determined that this project would have an 

adverse impact on farmland because of the number of acres that would have to be 

converted from farmland to other uses. Because of that impact, an Environmental 

Impact Report was then required for the project. 

The Environmental Impact Report was circulated for public review from January 10, 

2006 to February 24, 2006. Copies of the document were sent to the State 

Clearinghouse for distribution to various agencies. A public notice was published in 

The Merced Sun-Star to inform the public that the document was available. Property 

owners, residents, public agencies, and other interested parties were sent a letter 

notifying them of the availability of the document. Appendix I provides all the written 

comments received about the document during the public review period; a response 

from Caltrans to each comment is also included. 

6.3 Tribal Consultation 

A copy of the Historic Property Survey Report and supporting documentation were 

supplied to the Native American contacts listed below. The following individuals 

were also consulted extensively with regard to the extended Phase I/Phase II 

excavations at site CA-383:  

• Ms. Lorrie Planas (Central Valley and Mountain Reinternment Association), 2736 

E. Palo Alto, Clovis, CA 93611 

• Mr. Sam Romero (Central Valley Indian Health), Excavation Monitor, 1268 

Bennett Way, Sanger, CA 93657 

• Mr. Jay Johnson (American Indian Council of Mariposa County), 5235 Allred 

Road, Mariposa, CA 

• Mr. Bill Leonard (Chairman, American Indian Council of Mariposa County),  

P.O. Box 1200 Mariposa, CA 95338 
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No comments regarding cultural resources were received at the public information 

meeting/open house on May 16, 2001 at Plainsburg Elementary School in Merced. 

Caltrans contacted Ms. Debbie Pilas-Treadway of the Native American Heritage 

Commission by fax and letter on December 22, 1999. In her reply dated December 

28, 1999, Ms. Pilas-Treadway reported that a search of the Sacred Lands file was 

negative for the project area. She supplied the names of Lorrie Planas (Central Valley 

and Mountain Reinternment Association), Bill Leonard (American Indian Council of 

Mariposa County), and Jay Johnson (also American Indian Council of Mariposa 

County) as local tribal contacts for the project area.  

The Native American Heritage Commission was also consulted before and during the 

Extended Phase I/Phase II excavations at site CA-383.  

6.4 Consultation with U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

February 6, 2006—The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service issued the Biological Opinion. 

February 27, 2002—The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service faxed a map of the proposed 

expansion of the East Grassland Wildlife Management District west of State Route 

99. 

February 7, 2002—A Caltrans biologist and engineers participated in a Kit Fox 

Planning and Conservation Team meeting held at the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

office in Sacramento. Also attending were representatives of the U.S. Fish and 

Wildlife Service, California Department of Fish and Game, Defenders of the Wildlife, 

Department of Water Resources, Ibis Environmental Incorporated, the Endangered 

Species Recovery Program, Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory, Department of 

Energy, and Wildlands Incorporated. Caltrans presented maps that illustrated a 

potential mitigation strategy that would enhance kit fox movement under the 

proposed freeway. 

6.5 Consultation with California Department of Fish and 
Game 

May 7, 2002—Via email, the California Department of Fish and Game noted the need 

for a 2081 permit for potential direct and indirect impacts to Swainson’s hawk nest 

sites near Deadman Creek. 
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June 20, 2001—The California Department of Fish and Game and a Caltrans 

biologist took a field trip to the project area to determine the applicability of 

California Department of Fish and Game’s Section 1601 Streambed Alteration 

Agreement. The California Department of Fish and Game representative stated that if 

the canals do not support aquatic life or riparian vegetation, or affect downstream fish 

and wildlife, they will not require a 1600 notification and agreement. However, the 

California Department of Fish and Game is concerned about the realignment of 

streams, vegetation removal and culvert design.  

6.6 Consultation with Endangered Species Recovery 
Program 

January 8, 2002—Caltrans met with representatives of the Endangered Species 

Recovery Program to discuss impacts to kit fox and mitigation alternatives. The 

Endangered Species Recovery Program representative stated that concerns regarding 

linkage would be an issue and that no decisions regarding changes in the project or 

mitigation be considered without developing a strategy with the other partners. 

December 20, 2001—Caltrans met with the Endangered Species Recovery Program 

representative regarding project impacts for the San Joaquin kit fox. 

6.7 Consultation with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers  

December 13, 2001—Caltrans met with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to present 

the project and gain input. Corps staff indicated that they wanted to receive a wetland 

delineation verification report in which: 1) project alternatives are thoroughly 

described and defended as most practicable, 2) an evaluation for all water bodies, 

including streams, canals, wetland areas, and agricultural parcels, is discussed, and 3) 

aerial photography is included. 

6.8 Consultation with Natural Resources Conservation 
Service 

February 15, 2005—The Natural Resources Conservation Service returned the 

Farmland Conversion Impact Rating Form.  

November 18, 2004—The Farmland Conversion Impact Rating Form was sent to the 

Natural Resources Conservation Service. 
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November 29, 2001—The Natural Resources Conservation Service indicated that it 

would be the agency to issue a wetlands delineation verification for State Route 99. 

October 23, 2001—Caltrans met with the Natural Resources Conservation Service to 

review project maps and aerial photography and to discuss potential wetland issues 

regarding jurisdiction. It was concluded that the Natural Resources Conservation 

Service did not anticipate any wetland issues on agricultural parcels with the 

exception of one parcel. 

6.9 Consultation with Merced Irrigation District 

June 11, 2001—Caltrans met with the Merced Irrigation District to discuss irrigation 

canal history, manual irrigation release parameters, and canal maintenance activities. 

According to the Merced Irrigation District, the canals within the project area were 

constructed in the 1920s or earlier. It is Merced Irrigation District’s position that 

canals constructed and maintained by the Merced Irrigation District do not transport 

water directly to or from a U.S. Army Corps of Engineers-jurisdictional water and do 

not fall under the jurisdiction of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. 
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Chapter 7 List of Preparers 

The following Caltrans Central Region Environmental staff prepared this 

Environmental Assessment/Environmental Impact Report: 

Allam Alhabaly, Transportation Engineer. B.S., Industrial Engineering, California 

State University, Fresno; 2 years experience in environmental engineering 

with an emphasis on acoustics; 6 years environmental technical studies 

experience. Contribution: Completed technical studies for air quality, noise 

quality, and water quality; also reviewed the Environmental 

Assessment/Environmental Impact Report. 

Gilberto Baca, Transportation Engineer P.E.  B.S., Civil Engineering, California State 

University, Fresno; 6.5 years in roadway design. Contribution: Project 

Engineer. 

Chris Brewer, Associate Environmental Planner (Architectural History). M.A. and 

B.A., Public Administration, California State University, Bakersfield; 20 

years experience with Section 106, CEQA Compliance. Contribution: 

Completed Historic Architectural Survey Report for project. 

Jason Castillo, Transportation Engineer. B.S., Civil Engineering, California State 

University, Fresno; M.A., University of California at Irvine; 5.5 years in 

roadway/structures/bridge design. Contribution: Project Engineer. 

David Farris, Associate Environmental Planner. B.S., Environmental Biology and 

Management, University of California at Davis; 5 years in environmental 

planning. Contribution: Prepared document and coordinated environmental 

process. 

Chris Gardner, Transportation Engineer. B.S., Civil Engineering, California State 

University, Fresno; 6 years experience in roadway design. Contribution: 

Project Engineer. 

Geoffrey Gray, Associate Environmental Planner. M.A. and B.A., Biology, California 

State University, Fresno; 3 years experience in biology for Caltrans. 

Contribution: Project Biologist. 
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Peter Hansen, Engineering Geologist, P.G. B.S., Geology, California State 

University, Fresno; 4 years experience paleontology/geology. Contribution: 

Reviewed Paleontology Study. 

Edward A. Hibbs, Associate Landscape Architect. B.S., Landscape Architecture,  

California Polytechnic State University, San Luis Obispo. Licensed 

Landscape Architect and licensed Landscape Contractor; 28 years experience 

including more than 6 years with Caltrans. Contribution: Landscape Architect 

for project. 

Sarah E. Johnston, Associate Environmental Planner. B.A., Anthropology, California 
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Chapter 9 Mapping 

 

Figure 9-1  Map of South Plainsburg Alternative 1A 
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Figure 9-2  Map of South Plainsburg Alternative 1B 
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Figure  9-3  Map of South Plainsburg Alternative 2 
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Figure  9-4  Map of South Plainsburg Alternative 3 
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Figure  9-5  Map of North Arboleda Alternative 4 
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Figure  9-6  Map of North Arboleda Alternative 5 
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Appendix A CEQA Checklist 

CEQA Environmental Checklist 

The following checklist identifies physical, biological, social, and economic factors 

that might be affected by the proposed project. The CEQA impact levels include 

potentially significant impact, less than significant impact with mitigation, less than 

significant impact, and no impact. Please refer to the following for detailed 

discussions regarding impacts: 

CEQA: 

• Guidance: Title 14, Chapter 3, California Code of Regulations, Sections 15000 et 

seq. (http://www.ceres.ca.gov/topic/env_law/ceqa/guidelines/) 

• Statutes: Division 13, California Public Resource Code, Sections 21000-21178.1 

(http://www.ceres.ca.gov/topic/env_law/ceqa/stat/) 

CEQA requires that environmental documents determine significant or potentially 

significant impacts. In many cases, background studies performed in connection with 

the project indicate no impacts. A “no impact” reflects this determination.  

The word “significant” and “significance” used throughout the checklist are related to 

CEQA, not NEPA, impacts (unless otherwise noted). CEQA requires that 

environmental documents determine significant or potentially significant impacts, 

NEPA does not. Addressing significant or potentially significant impacts in joint 

CEQA and NEPA environmental documents can be confusing, especially in those 

instances where the two laws and implementing regulations have different thresholds 

of significance. Under NEPA, the degree to which a resource is impacted is only used 

to determine which NEPA document is necessary. Once the federal agency has 

determined the magnitude of a project’s impacts and the level of documentation 

required, it is the magnitude of the impact that is evaluated in the environmental 

document, not the degree of significance.  

For the purpose of the impact discussion in this document, determination of 

significant or potentially significant impacts is made only in the context of CEQA. 
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AESTHETICS - Would the project:  

 

a) Have a substantial adverse effect on a scenic vista?        X  

 
 

      X  
b) Substantially damage scenic resources, including, 
but not limited to, trees, rock outcroppings, and 
historic building within a state scenic highway? 

 

 
 

 

    X    
c) Substantially degrade the existing visual character 
or quality of the site and its surroundings? 

 
 

 
 

      X  

d) Create a new source of substantial light or glare that 
would adversely affect day or nighttime views in the 
area? 

 
 

 
AGRICULTURE RESOURCES - In determining 
whether impacts to agricultural resources are 
significant environmental effects, lead agencies may 
refer to the California Agricultural Land Evaluation 
and Site Assessment Model (1997) prepared by the 
California Dept. of Conservation as an optional model 
to use in assessing impacts on agriculture and 
farmland. Would the project: 

 

 
 

X        

a) Convert Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland, or 
Farmland of Statewide Importance (Farmland), as 
shown on the maps prepared pursuant to the Farmland 
Mapping and Monitoring Program of the California 
Resources Agency, to non-agricultural use? 

 

 

 
 

    X    
b) Conflict with existing zoning for agricultural use, 
or a Williamson Act contract? 

 

 

 
 

      X  
c) Involve other changes in the existing environment 
that, due to their location or nature, could result in 
conversion of Farmland, to non-agricultural use? 

 

 

 
AIR QUALITY - Where available, the significance 
criteria established by the applicable air quality 
management or air pollution control district may be 
relied upon to make the following determinations. 
Would the project: 

 

 
 

      X  a) Conflict with or obstruct implementation of the 
applicable air quality plan? 
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      X  

b) Violate any air quality standard or contribute 
substantially to an existing or projected air quality 
violation? 

 

 

 
 

      X  

c) Result in a cumulatively considerable net increase 
of any criteria pollutant for which the project region is 
non-attainment under an applicable federal or state 
ambient air quality standard (including releasing 
emissions that exceed quantitative thresholds for 
ozone precursors)? 

 

 

 
 

      X  
d) Expose sensitive receptors to substantial pollutant 
concentration? 

 

 

 
 

      X  
e) Create objectionable odors affecting a substantial 
number of people? 

 

 

 
BIOLOGICAL RESOURCES – Would the project:  
 

 

  X      

a) Have a substantial adverse effect, either directly or 
through habitat modifications, on any species 
identified as a candidate, sensitive, or special status 
species in local or regional plans, policies, or 
regulations, or by the California Department of Fish 
and Game or U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service? 

 

 

 
 

    X    

b) Have a substantial adverse effect on any riparian 
habitat or other sensitive natural community identified 
in local or regional plans, policies, regulations, or by 
the California Department of Fish and Game or U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service? 

 

 

 
 

    X    

C) Have a substantial adverse effect on federally 
protected wetlands as defined by Section 404 of the 
Clean Water Act (including, but not limited to, marsh, 
vernal pool, coastal, etc.) through direct removal, 
filling, hydrological interruption, or other means? 

 

 

 
 

  X      

d) Interfere substantially with the movement of any 
native resident or migratory fish or wildlife species or 
with established native resident or migratory wildlife 
corridors, or impede the use of native wildlife nursery 
sites? 

 

 

 
 

      X  

e) Conflict with any local policies or ordinances 
protecting biological resources, such as a tree 
preservation policy or ordinance? 
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      X  

f) Conflict with the provisions of an adopted Habitat 
Conservation Plan, Natural Community Conservation 
Plan, or other approved local, regional, or state habitat 
conservation plan? 

 

 

 

COMMUNITY RESOURCES – Would the project:  
 

a) Cause disruption of orderly planned development?        X  

 
 

      X  b) Be inconsistent with a Coastal Zone Management Plan? 
 

 

 
 

    X    c) Affect lifestyles or neighborhood character or stability? 
 

 

 

d) Physically divide an established community?        X  

 
 

    X    
e) Affect minority, low-income, elderly, disabled, 
transit-dependent, or other specific interest group? 

 

 

 
 

    X    
f) Affect employment, industry, or commerce, or 
require the displacement of businesses or farms? 

 

 

 

g) Affect property values or the local tax base?        X  

 
 

      X  

h) Affect any community facilities (including medical, 
educational, scientific, or religious institutions, 
ceremonial sites or sacred shrines? 

 

 

 
 

      X  i) Result in alterations to waterborne, rail, or air traffic? 
 

 

 
 

      X  j) Support large commercial or residential development? 
 

 

 

k) Affect wild or scenic rivers or natural landmarks?        X  

 

    X    

l) Result in substantial impacts associated with 
construction activities (e.g., noise, dust, temporary 
drainage, traffic detours, and temporary access, etc.)? 

 

 
 

CULTURAL RESOURCES – Would the project:  
 

 

      X  a) Cause a substantial adverse change in the significance 
of a historical resource as defined in §15064.5? 
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  X      
b) Cause a substantial adverse change in the significance 
of an archaeological resource pursuant to §15064.5?  

 

 

 
 

    X    

c) Directly or indirectly destroy a unique 
paleontological resource or site or unique geologic 
feature? 

 

 

 
 

  X      
d) Disturb any human remains, including those 
interred outside of formal cemeteries? 

 

 

 
GEOLOGY AND SOILS - Would the project:  
 

 

      X  

a) Expose people or structures to potential substantial 
adverse effects, including the risk of loss, injury, or 
death involving: 

 

 

 
 

      X  

i) Rupture of a known earthquake fault, as delineated on 
the most recent Alquist-Priolo Earthquake Fault Zoning 
Map issued by the State Geologist for the area or based 
on other substantial evidence of a known fault? Refer to 
Division of Mines and Geology Special Publication 42. 

 

 

 

ii) Strong seismic ground shaking?        X  

 
 

      X  iii) Seismic-related ground failure, including liquefaction? 
 

 

 

iv) Landslides?        X  

 

 

      X  b) Result in substantial soil erosion or the loss of topsoil? 

 

 
 

      X  

c) Be located on a geologic unit or soil that is unstable, or 
that would become unstable as a result of the project, and 
potentially result in on- or off-site landslide, lateral 
spreading, subsidence, liquefaction or collapse? 

 

 

 
 

      X  

d) Be located on expansive soil, as defined in Table 
18-1-B of the Uniform Building Code (1994), creating 
substantial risks to life or property. 

 

 

 
 

      X  

e) Have soils incapable of adequately supporting the use 
of septic tanks or alternative waste water disposal systems 
where sewers are not available for the disposal of waste 
water? 
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HAZARDS AND HAZARDOUS MATERIALS - 

Would the project: 
 

 
 

      X  

a) Create a significant hazard to the public or the 
environment through the routine transport, use, or 
disposal of hazardous materials? 

 

 

 
 

      X  

b) Create a significant hazard to the public or the 
environment through reasonably foreseeable upset and 
accident conditions involving the release of hazardous 
materials into the environment? 

 

 

 
 

      X  

c) Emit hazardous emissions or handle hazardous or 
acutely hazardous material, substances, or waste 
within one-quarter mile of an existing or proposed 
school? 

 

 

 
 

      X  

d) Be located on a site which is included on a list of 
hazardous materials sites compiled pursuant to 
Government Code Section 65962.5 and, as a result, 
would it create a significant hazard to the public or the 
environment? 

 

 

 
 

      X  

e) For a project located within an airport land use plan 
or, where such a plan has not been adopted, within 
two miles of a public airport or public use airport, 
would the project result in a safety hazard for people 
residing or working in the project area? 

 

 

 
 

      X  

f) For a project within the vicinity of a private airstrip, 
would the project result in a safety hazard for people 
residing or working in the project area? 

 

 

 
 

      X  

g) Impair implementation of or physically interfere 
with an adopted emergency response plan or 
emergency evacuation plan? 

 

 
 

 

      X  

h) Expose people or structures to a significant risk of 
loss, injury or death involving wildland fires, 
including where wildlands are adjacent to urbanized 
areas or where residences are intermixed with 
wildlands? 

 

 

 
HYDROLOGY AND WATER QUALITY - Would 
the project: 

 

 
 

      X  
a) Violate any water quality standards or waste 
discharge requirements? 
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      X  

b) Substantially deplete groundwater supplies or 
interfere substantially with groundwater recharge such 
that there would be a net deficit in aquifer volume or a 
lowering of the local groundwater table level (e.g., the 
production rate of pre-existing nearby wells would 
drop to a level which would not support existing land 
uses or planned uses for which permits have been 
granted)? 

 

 

 
 

      X  

c) Substantially alter the existing drainage pattern of 
the site or area, including through the alteration of the 
course of a stream or river, in a manner that would 
result in substantial erosion or siltation on- or off-site? 

 

 

 
 

    X    

d) Substantially alter the existing drainage pattern of 
the site or area, including through the alteration of the 
course of a stream or river, or substantially increase 
the rate or amount of surface runoff in a manner that 
would result in flooding on- or off-site? 

 

 

 
 

      X  

e) Create or contribute runoff water which would 
exceed the capacity of existing or planned stormwater 
drainage systems or provide substantial additional 
sources of polluted runoff? 

 

 

 

f) Otherwise substantially degrade water quality?        X  

 
 

 

      X  

g) Place housing within a 100-year flood hazard area 
as mapped on a federal Flood Hazard Boundary or 
Flood Insurance Rate Map or other flood hazard 
delineation map? 

 

 

 
 

      X  
h) Place within a 100-year flood hazard area structures 
that would impede or redirect flood flows? 

 

 

 
 

      X  
i) Expose people or structures to a significant risk of 
loss, injury or death involving flooding, including 
flooding as a result of the failure of a levee or dam? 

 

 

 

j) Inundation by seiche, tsunami, or mudflow?        X  

 
LAND USE AND PLANNING - Would the project:   
 

 

      X  

a) Conflict with any applicable land use plan, policy, 
or regulation of an agency with jurisdiction over the 
project (including, but not limited to the general plan, 
specific plan, local coastal program, or zoning 
ordinance) adopted for the purpose of avoiding or 
mitigating an environmental effect? 
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      X  
b) Conflict with any applicable habitat conservation 
plan or natural community conservation plan? 

 

 

 
MINERAL RESOURCES - Would the project:   
 

 

      X  

a) Result in the loss of availability of a known mineral 
resource that would be of value to the region and the 
residents of the state? 

 

 

 
 

      X  

b) Result in the loss of availability of a locally-
important mineral resource recovery site delineated on 
a local general plan, specific plan or other land use 
plan? 

 

 

 
NOISE - Would the project:  
 

 

      X  

a) Cause exposure of persons to or generation of noise 
levels in excess of standards established in the local 
general plan or noise ordinance, or applicable 
standards of other agencies? 

 

 

 
 

      X  

b) Cause exposure of persons to or generation of 
excessive groundborne vibration or groundborne noise 
levels? 

 

 

 
 

  X      

c) Cause a substantial permanent increase in ambient 
noise levels in the project vicinity above levels 
existing without the project? 

 

 

 
 

  X      
d) A substantial temporary or periodic increase in 
ambient noise levels in the project vicinity above 
levels existing without the project? 

 

 

 
 

      X  

e) For a project located within an airport land use plan 
or, where such a plan has not been adopted, within 
two miles of a public airport or public use airport, 
would the project expose people residing or working 
in the project area to excessive noise levels? 

 

 

 
 

      X  

f) For a project within the vicinity of a private airstrip, 
would the project expose people residing or working 
in the project area to excessive noise levels? 

 

 
 

POPULATION AND HOUSING - Would the 
project: 
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      X  

a) Induce substantial population growth in an area, 
either directly (for example, by proposing new homes 
and businesses) or indirectly (for example, through 
extension of roads or other infrastructure)? 

 

 

 
 

      X  

b) Displace substantial numbers of existing housing, 
necessitating the construction of replacement housing 
elsewhere? 

 

 

 
 

      X  
c) Displace substantial numbers of people, 
necessitating the construction of replacement housing 
elsewhere? 

 
 

 
PUBLIC SERVICES -  

 
a) Would the project result in substantial adverse 
physical impacts associated with the provision of new 
or physically altered governmental facilities, need for 
new or physically altered governmental facilities, the 
construction of which could cause significant 
environmental impacts, in order to maintain 
acceptable service ratios, response times or other 
performance objectives for any of the public services: 

 

 

 Fire protection?        X  

 

 Police protection?       X  

 

 Schools?        X  

 

 Parks?        X  

 

 Other public facilities?        X  

 
RECREATION -  

 
 

      X  

a) Would the project increase the use of existing 
neighborhood and regional parks or other recreational 
facilities such that substantial physical deterioration of 
the facility would occur or be accelerated? 

 

 

 
 

      X  

b) Does the project include recreational facilities or 
require the construction or expansion of recreational 
facilities that might have an adverse physical effect on 
the environment? 

 

 

 
TRANSPORTATION/TRAFFIC - Would the 
project: 
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      X  

a) Cause an increase in traffic, which is substantial in 
relation to the existing traffic load and capacity of the 
street system (i.e., result in a substantial increase in 
either the number of vehicle trips, the volume to 
capacity ratio on roads, or congestion at intersections)? 

 

 

 

      X  

b) Exceed, either individually or cumulatively, a Level 
of Service standard established by the county 
congestion management agency for designated roads or 
highways? 

 

 

 
 

      X  

c) Result in a change in air traffic patterns, including 
either an increase in traffic levels or a change in 
location that results in substantial safety risks? 

 
 

 
 

      X  
d) Substantially increase hazards due to a design 
feature (e.g., sharp curves or dangerous intersections) 
or incomplete uses (e.g., farm equipment)? 

 
 

 

e) Result in inadequate emergency access?        X  

 

f) Result in inadequate parking capacity?        X  

 
 

      X  

g) Conflict with adopted policies, plans, or programs 
supporting alternative transportation (e.g., bus 
turnouts, bicycle racks)? 

 

 

 

UTILITY AND SERVICE SYSTEMS - Would the project:  
 

 

      X  
a) Exceed wastewater treatment requirements of the 
applicable Regional Water Quality Control Board? 

 
 

 
 

      X  

b) Require or result in the construction of new water or 
wastewater treatment facilities or expansion of existing 
facilities, the construction of which could cause 
significant environmental effects? 

 

 

 
 

    X    

c) Require or result in the construction of new storm 
water drainage facilities or expansion of existing 
facilities, the construction of which could cause 
significant environmental effects? 

 

 

 
 

      X  

d) Have sufficient water supplies available to serve the 
project from existing entitlements and resources, or 
are new or expanded entitlements needed? 

 

 

 

 

      X  

e) Result in determination by the wastewater treatment 
provider that serves or may serve the project that it has 
adequate capacity to serve the project’s projected 
demand in addition to the provider’s existing 
commitments? 
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      X  
f) Be served by a landfill with sufficient permitted 
capacity to accommodate the project’s solid waste 
disposal needs? 

 
 

 

      X  
g) Comply with federal, state, and local statutes and 
regulations related to solid waste? 

 
 

 
MANDATORY FINDINGS OF SIGNIFICANCE -  

 

 

  X      

a) Does the project have the potential to degrade the 
quality of the environment, substantially reduce the 
habitat of a fish or wildlife species, or cause a fish or 
wildlife population to drop below self-sustaining 
levels, threaten to eliminate a plant or animal 
community, reduce the number or restrict the range of 
a rare or endangered plant or animal or eliminate 
important examples of the major periods of California 
history or prehistory? 

 

 

 

 

  X      

b) Does the project have impacts that are individually 
limited, but cumulatively considerable? 
(“Cumulatively considerable” means that the 
incremental effects of a project are considerable when 
viewed in connection with the effects of past projects, 
the effects of other current projects, and the effects of 
probable future projects)? 

 

 

 
 

      X  

c) Does the project have environmental effects that 
will cause substantial adverse effects on human 
beings, either directly or indirectly? 
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Appendix B Minimization and Mitigation 
Summary 

The conversion of farmland and increases in noise associated with the proposed 

project are considered significant impacts under the California Environmental Quality 

Act. No mitigation would be done for these impacts for the following reasons: 

• The proposed project would be built primarily on farmland that surrounds the 

project area. Only the No-Build Alternative would avoid converting farmland for 

the project, but it would not meet the purpose and need of the project. Farmland 

conversion for this project is in the Merced County General Plan.  

• The proposed project would be built in a rural area where sensitive noise 

receptors are few and scattered. Two locations—3979 Arboleda Drive and 4085 

Highway 99—meet both the feasibility and reasonability criteria and qualify for 

soundwalls. Therefore, noise abatement measures are recommended. Noise 

abatement for the remaining locations was considered feasible, but not reasonable 

based on the results of a cost-benefit analysis.  

 

Summary of Mitigation 

Area Impact Mitigation 

Waters of the 
United States 

Waters of the United States compensation, and construction 
monitoring. Use of best management practices during 
construction. 

 

 

Biological 
Resources Sensitive 

species habitat  
Special-status species habitat compensation, pre-
construction surveys, a pre-construction educational meeting, 
avoidance and minimization, and construction contract 
special provisions. Mitigation according to Biological Opinion 
issued by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. (February 6, 
2006) 

Community 
Impacts 

Displace 
residences and 
businesses 

Relocation assistance and real property acquisition policies. 

Cultural 
Resources  

Cover two 
archaeological 
sites with fill dirt 

Construction monitoring, environmentally sensitive area 
fencing. 
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Summary of Minimization and Monitoring 

Area Impact Mitigation 

Hydrology 
and Water 
Quality 

 

Storm water runoff 

Implement a Storm Water Pollution Prevention Plan 
during construction and a Storm Water Management 
Plan after construction. 

 

Air Quality 

 

PM10 emissions 
during construction 

Implement Caltrans Standard Specifications that 
require the contractor to comply with the San 
Joaquin Valley Unified Air Pollution Control District’s 
rules, ordinances, and regulations. 

Visual 
Resources 

 

Possible loss of 
large oak or large 
eucalyptus trees 

Replacement planting. 

Hazardous 
Waste 

Two sites with 
potential hazardous 
waste material  

Disposal of soil at a Class I landfill, clean-up site in 
accordance with Environmental Protection Agency 
regulations.  

 

See Chapter 3, Affected Environment, Environmental Consequences, and Mitigation 

Measures, for more detailed information on mitigation, minimization, and monitoring 

commitments.
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Appendix C Title VI Policy Statement 
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Appendix D State Historic Preservation 
Officer Letter of Concurrence 
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Appendix E Farmland Conversion Impact 
Rating 

. 
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Appendix F Summary of Relocation 
Benefits 

California Department of Transportation Relocation Assistance Program  

 

Relocation Assistance Advisory Services  

The California Department of Transportation (Caltrans) will provide relocation 

advisory assistance to any person, business, farm, or non-profit organization 

displaced as a result of Caltrans’ acquisition of real property for public use. Caltrans 

will assist residential displacees in obtaining comparable decent, safe, and sanitary 

replacement housing by providing current and continuing information on sales price 

and rental rates of available housing. Non-residential displacees will receive 

information on comparable properties for lease or purchase. 

Residential replacement dwellings will be in equal or better neighborhoods, at prices 

within the financial means of the individuals and families displaced, and reasonably 

accessible to their places of employment. Before any displacement occurs, displacees 

will be offered comparable replacement dwellings that are open to all persons 

regardless of race, color, religion, sex, or national origin, and are consistent with the 

requirements of Title VIII of the Civil Rights Act of 1968. This assistance will also 

include supplying information concerning federal and state assisted housing 

programs, and any other known services being offered by public and private agencies 

in the area. 

Residential Relocation Payments Program  

The Relocation Payment program will assist eligible residential occupants by paying 

certain costs and expenses. These costs are limited to those necessary for, or 

incidental to, purchasing or renting a replacement dwelling, and actual reasonable 

expenses incurred in moving to a new location within 80 kilometers (50 miles) of the 

displacee’s property. Any actual moving costs in excess of 80 kilometers (50 miles) 

are the responsibility of the displacee. The Residential Relocation Program can be 

summarized as follows: 

Moving Costs 

Any displaced person who was “lawfully” in occupancy of the acquired property 

regardless of the length of occupancy in the property acquired will be eligible for 

reimbursement of moving costs. Displacees will receive either the actual reasonable 
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costs involved in moving themselves and personal property up to a maximum of 80 

kilometers (50 miles), a moving service authorization, or a fixed payment based on a 

fixed moving cost schedule that is determined by the number of furnished or 

unfurnished rooms of the displacement dwelling. 

Purchase Supplement 

In addition to moving and related expenses payments, fully eligible homeowners may 

be entitled to payments for increased costs of purchasing replacement housing. 

Homeowners who have owned and occupied their property for 180 days prior to the 

date of the first written offer to purchase the property, may qualify to receive a price 

differential payment equal to the difference between Caltrans’ offer to purchase their 

property and the price of a comparable replacement dwelling, and may qualify to 

receive reimbursement for certain nonrecurring costs incidental to the purchase of the 

replacement property.  

An interest differential payment is also available if the interest rate for the loan on the 

replacement dwelling is higher than the loan rate on the displacement dwelling, 

subject to certain limitations on reimbursement based upon the replacement property 

interest rate. Also the interest differential must be based upon the “lesser of” either 

the loan on the displacement property or the loan on the replacement property. The 

maximum combination of these three supplemental payments that the owner-

occupants can receive is $22,500. If the calculated total entitlement (without the 

moving payments) is in excess of $22,500, the displacee may qualify for the Last 

Resort Housing described below. 

Rental Supplement 

Tenants who have occupied the property to be acquired by Caltrans for 90 days or 

more and owner-occupants who have occupied the property 90 to 180 days prior to 

the date of the first written offer to purchase may qualify to receive a rental 

differential payment. This payment is made when Caltrans determines that the cost to 

rent a comparable and “decent, safe and sanitary” replacement dwelling will be more 

than the present rent of the displacement dwelling. As an alternative, the eligible 

occupant may qualify for a down payment benefit designed to assist in the purchase 

of a replacement property and the payment of certain costs incidental to the purchase, 

subject to certain limitations noted below under the “Down Payment” section (see 

below). The maximum amount of payment to any tenant of 90 days or more and any 

owner-occupant of 90 to 179 days, in addition to moving expenses, will be $5,250. If 
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the calculated total entitlement for rental supplement exceeds $5,250, the displacee 

may qualify for the Last Resort Housing Program described below.  

The rental supplement of $7,500 or less will be paid in a lump sum, unless the 

displacee requests that it be paid in installments. The displaced person must rent and 

occupy a “decent, safe, and sanitary” replacement dwelling within one year from the 

date Caltrans takes legal possession of the property, or from the date the displacee 

vacates Caltrans-acquired property, whichever is later. 

Down Payment 

Displacees eligible to receive a rental differential payment may elect to apply it to a 

down payment for the purchase of a comparable replacement dwelling. The down 

payment and incidental expenses cannot exceed the maximum payment of $5,250, 

unless the Last Resort Housing Program is indicated. The one-year eligibility period 

in which to purchase and occupy a “decent, safe and sanitary” replacement dwelling 

will apply. 

Last Resort Housing 

Federal regulations (49 CFR 24.404) contain the policy and procedure for 

implementing the Last Resort Housing Program on federal-aid projects. In order to 

maintain uniformity in the program, Caltrans has also adopted these federal 

guidelines on non-federal-aid projects. Except for the amounts of payments and the 

methods in making them, last resort housing benefits are the same as those benefits 

for standard relocation as explained above. Last resort housing has been designed 

primarily to cover situations where available comparable replacement housing does 

not exist, or when their anticipated replacement housing payments, exceed the $2,520 

and $22,500 limits of the standard relocation procedures. In certain exceptional 

situations, last resort housing may also be used for tenants of less than 90 days. 

After the first written offer to acquire the property has been made, Caltrans will, 

within a reasonable length of time, personally contact the displacees to gather 

important information relating to: 

• Preferences in area of relocation. 

• Number of people to be displaced and the distribution of adults and children 

according to age and sex.  

• Location of school and employment.  
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• Special arrangements to accommodate any handicapped member of the family.  

• Financial ability to relocate into comparable replacement dwelling, which will 

house all members of the family decently. 

The above explanation is general in nature and is not intended to be a complete 

explanation of relocation regulations. Any questions concerning relocation should be 

addressed to Caltrans. Any persons to be displaced will be assigned a relocation 

advisor who will work closely with each displacee to see that all payments and 

benefits are fully used, and that all regulations are observed, thereby avoiding the 

possibility of displacees jeopardizing or forfeiting any of their benefits or payments. 

Business and Farm Relocation Assistance Program 

The Business and Farm Relocation Assistance Program provides aid in locating 

suitable replacement property for the displacee’s farm or business, including, when 

requested, a current list of properties offered for sale or rent. In addition, certain types 

of payments are available to businesses, farms, and non-profit organizations. These 

payments may be summarized as follows: 

• Reimbursement for the actual direct loss of tangible personal property incurred as 

a result of moving or discontinuing the business in an amount not greater than the 

reasonable cost of relocating the property. 

• Reimbursement up to $1,000 of actual reasonable expenses in searching for a new 

business site. 

• Reimbursement up to $10,000 of actual reasonable expenses related to the 

reestablishment of the business at the new location. 

• Reimbursement of the actual reasonable cost of moving inventory, machinery, 

office equipment and similar business-related personal property, including 

dismantling, disconnecting, crating, packing, loading, insuring, transporting, 

unloading, unpacking, and reconnecting personal property. 

 

Payment “in lieu” of moving expense is available to businesses that are expected to 

suffer a substantial loss of existing patronage as a result of the displacement, or if 

certain other requirements such as inability to find a suitable relocation site are met. 

This payment is an amount equal to the average annual net earnings for the last two 

taxable years prior to relocation. Such payment may not be less than $1,000 and not 

more than $20,000. 
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Additional Information 

No relocation payment received will be considered as income for the purpose of the 

Internal Revenue Code of 1954 or for the purposes of determining eligibility or the 

extent of eligibility of any person for assistance under the Social Security Act or any 

other federal law (except for any federal law providing low-income housing 

assistance). 

Persons who are eligible for relocation payments and who are legally occupying the 

property required for the project will not be asked to move without being given at 

least 90 days advance notice, in writing. Occupants of any type of dwelling eligible 

for relocation payments will not be required to move unless at least one comparable 

“decent, safe and sanitary” replacement residence, open to all persons regardless of 

race, color, religion, sex or national origin, is available or has been made available to 

them by the state.  

Any person, business, farm, or non-profit organization, which has been refused a 

relocation payment by Caltrans, or believes that the payments are inadequate, may 

appeal for a hearing before a hearing officer or Caltrans’ Relocation Assistance 

Appeals Board. No legal assistance is required; however, the displacee may choose to 

obtain legal council at their expense. Information about the appeal procedure is 

available from Caltrans’ Relocation Advisors. 

The information above is not intended to be a complete statement of all of Caltrans’ 

laws and regulations. At the time of the first written offer to purchase, owner-

occupants are given a more detailed explanation of the state’s relocation services. 

Tenant occupants of properties to be acquired are contacted immediately after the first 

written offer to purchase, and also given a more detailed explanation of Caltrans’ 

relocation programs. 

Important Notice  

To avoid loss of possible benefits, no individual, family, business, farm or non-profit 

organization should commit to purchase or rent a replacement property without first 

contacting a Department of Transportation relocation advisor at: 

 

State of California  

Department of Transportation, District # 6  

855 M Street, Suite 200, Fresno CA 93726 
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Appendix G Noise Tables 

Table AG-1  Summary of Updated Traffic Noise Modeling Results 

Predicted Noise Levels Modeled for Design Year of 2028 dBA-Leq(hr) 

No. Receptor Location 
Activity 

Category 
& NAC 

2001/2005 
Existing 

Traffic Noise 
Levels 

No-Build 
Alternative 

Alternative IA Alternative 1B Alternative 2 Alternative 3 Alternative 4 Alternative 5 

1 
5533 Athlone Road (3SF*) [2001] 

B67 65 68 N/A N/A N/A N/A 71 71 

2 
3979 Arboleda Drive [2005] 

B67 50 52 N/A N/A N/A N/A Right-of-Way 
Acquisition 

67 

3 
4085 Highway 99 [2005] 

B67 63 64 N/A N/A N/A N/A Right-of-Way 
Acquisition 

74 

4 
541 E. Worden Avenue [2005] 

B67 51 55 N/A N/A N/A N/A Right-of-Way 
Acquisition 

51 

5 
5525 E. Ave. Worden (1SF) [2001] 

B67 64 65 N/A N/A N/A N/A Right-of-Way 
Acquisition 

67 

6 
4380 Mariposa Way (1SF) [2001] 

B67 56 58 N/A N/A N/A N/A 60 60 

7 
3875 E. McHenry Road (3SF) [2001] 

B67 64 67 N/A N/A N/A N/A 71 71 

8 
7249 Plainsburg Road [2005] 

B67 62 69 71 69 58 58 N/A N/A 

9 
6863 Plainsburg Road [2005] 

B67 58 71 66 66 Acquired Acquired N/A N/A 

* Single-Family Residence  
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Table AG-2  Summary of Traffic Noise Modeling Results (2001) Northern Arboleda Alternatives 

Noise Levels (Leq) 
with Wall  

No. Receptor  
Site 

 Category 
& 

Criteria 

Predicted 
Noise 
Level 

without 
Project 
(2028) 

Predicted 
Noise 

Level with 
Project 
(2028) 6 ft 8 ft 10 ft 12 ft 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       
Soundwall  

Recommendations 

Feasible/Reasonable 

1 5533 Athlone Road B/67 68 71  66.3   No 

2 3979 Arboleda Drive B/67 52 67   62  Yes 

3 4085 Highway 99 B/67 64 74    69 Yes 

5 
5525 E. Worden 
Avenue 

B/67 65 67   64  No 

7 
3875 E. McHenry 
Road 

B/67 67 71   66  No 

 

Table AG-3  Summary of Traffic Noise Modeling Results Southern Plainsburg Alternative 1A 

Noise Levels (Leq)  
with Wall No. Receptor  

Site 

 Category 
& 

Criteria 

Predicted 
Noise 
Level 

without 
Project 
(2028) 

Predicted 
Noise 

Level with 
Project 
(2028) 

6 ft 8 ft 10 ft 12 ft 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                         
Soundwall  

Recommendations 

Feasible/Reasonable 

8 7249 Plainsburg B/67 69 71    66 No 

9 6863 Plainsburg  B/67 60 66   61  No 
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Table AG-4  Summary of Traffic Noise Modeling Results Southern Plainsburg Alternative 1B 

Noise Levels (Leq)  
with Wall No. Receptor Site 

 Category & 
Criteria 

Predicted 
Noise 
Level 

without 
Project 
(2028) 

Predicted 
Noise 

Level with 
Project 
(2028) 

6 ft 8 ft 10 ft 12 ft 

                                                                
Soundwall  

Recommendations 

Feasible 

8 7249 Plainsburg B/67 69 69   64  No 

9 6863 Plainsburg  B/67 60 66   61  No 
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Appendix H Noise Maps 

 

 
 
Figure AH-1  Noise Receptor Map of North Arboleda Alternative 1A 



 

 

� 



Appendix H  Noise Maps  

 

Plainsburg/Arboleda Freeway Project 171 

 

Figure AH-2  Noise Receptor Map of North Arboleda Alternative 1B 
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Figure AH-3  Noise Receptor Map of North Arboleda Alternative 2
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Figure AH-4  Noise Receptor Map of North Arboleda Alternative 3
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Figure AH-5  Noise Receptor Map of North Arboleda Alternative 4
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Figure AH-6  Noise Receptor Map of North Arboleda Alternative 5
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Appendix I Public Comments 

Caltrans circulated an Environmental Assessment/Initial Study for the project in May 

2003. During the public comment period, it was determined that this project would 

have an adverse impact on farmland because of the number of acres that would have 

to be converted from farmland to other uses. Because of that impact, an 

Environmental Impact Report was then required for the project. 

An Environmental Impact Report was written and then circulated for public review 

from January 10, 2006 to February 24, 2006. Copies of the document were sent to the 

State Clearinghouse for distribution to various agencies. A public notice was 

published in The Merced Sun-Star to inform the public that the document was 

available. Property owners, residents, public agencies, and other interested parties 

were each sent a letter notifying them of the availability of the document. This 

appendix presents all the written comments received about the document during the 

public review period. A response from Caltrans to each comment is also included. 
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San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District’s Comments 
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Response to San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District’s Comments: 

Caltrans standard contract provisions cover the recommendations in this letter. 
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Public Utility Commission’s Comments  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Response to Public Utility Commission’s Comments: 

This project would improve rail safety by reducing congestion at the existing railroad 

crossings. 
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County of Merced’s Comments 
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Response to County of Merced’s Comments: 

Traffic and Transportation, Section 3.13 

1. The traffic discussion has been updated. See Chapter 3.13. 

2.  No traffic signals are planned for local roads in this project.  

3a. Local road intersections have been added to Table 3.16. 

3b. That intersection has been added to Table 3.16. 

3c. The Level of Service on the most congested segment is the Level of Service for 

the intersection. 

3d. Alternative 4 was not selected by the project team as the Recommended 

Alternative.  

Traffic Study 

1. The traffic study identifies these items in the mapping itself. 

2. No traffic signals are proposed in this project. 

3. A copy of the study will be sent after it is updated. 
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Kole Upton’s Comment  
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Response to Kole Upton’s Comment: 

Caltrans called Mr. Upton to discuss his concerns. He was informed that the project 

description includes frontage roads, which would provide access to all properties 

along the road to the proposed interchanges. After this conversation, Mr. Upton 

withdrew his request for a public hearing. 
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California Department of Fish and Game’s Comments 
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1 

2 

3 
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4 

5 

6 

7 
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Response to California Department of Fish and Game’s Comments: 

1. Caltrans will obtain a Streambed Alteration Agreement before construction. 

2. Caltrans conducted surveys for Swainson’s hawk and determined no effect on 

Swainson’s hawk. 

3. Contract Special Provisions and Specifications would include provisions that 

protect Swainson’s hawk and water quality. 

4. Plainsburg Alternative 1B and Arboleda Alternative 5 were selected as the 

combined Recommended Alternative because they would avoid a potential 

hazardous waste site. 

5. Caltrans plans to purchase conservation easements on approximately 200 acres of 

land at five locations near culverts and intersections. Also, the basins between 

proposed State Route 99 and the San Joaquin Railroad would be maintained by 

the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.  

 

Caltrans would provide several locations for kit fox crossings. Caltrans would 

construct two culverts in two locations. These culverts would be 2 meters (6 feet) 

high and 3.5 meters (10 feet) wide and would not carry water during average 

rains. The two interchanges with standard 2.4-meter-wide (8-foot-wide) shoulders 

would also provide a crossing point. 

6. The 99 Business Plan proposes using pooled mitigation funds for all future State 

Route 99 projects. The plan is in the draft stage, but will be implemented on 

future projects. 

7. Impacts to Swainson’s hawk have been fully evaluated using the California 

Department of Fish and Game protocols. Caltrans would include Special Contract 

Provisions that are designed to protect Swainson’s hawks and their nests. 
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Department of Conservation’s Comments 
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1 

2 
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3 
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Response to Department of Conservation’s Comments: 

1. The Environmental Impact Report states that implementing the Regional 

Transportation Plan would affect less farmland than if the Regional 

Transportation Plan were not implemented. The Regional Transportation Plan has 

been developed in such a way as to minimize the impact of future growth. While 

the project individually would take a significant amount of farmland, it is part of a 

plan that would reduce farmland impacts countywide.  

2. As required by the Biological Opinion, Caltrans will be purchasing conservation 

easements on 200 acres of land currently used as farmland. This project also 

improves the value of the farmland adjacent to the project because it will improve 

the growers’ access to the highway. Currently, trucks taking goods to market must 

make a right turn directly onto the highway with little acceleration time. 

3. Caltrans has sent notice to the Department of Conservation and Merced County in 

regards to Williamson Act properties.  
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Department of Water Resources’ Comments 
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Response to Department of Water Resources’ Comments: 

 

Caltrans would obtain a permit before construction.  
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State Clearinghouse’s Comments 
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Response to State Clearinghouse’s Comments: 

 

The letter acknowledges that Caltrans has complied with the Clearinghouse review 

requirements. Also noted: no comments on the document were received. 
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Department of Conservation’s Comments on the IS/EA March 2003 
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1 

2 
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3 

4 

5 

6 

2 

7 
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8 
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8 

9 

10 

11 
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12 
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Response to Department of Conservation’s Comments to the IS/EA dated March 

2003:  

1. The indirect impacts apply only to parcels that are too small to be farmable after 

construction of the project. The land use designation is consistent throughout the 

project area regardless of type of impact or alternative. The evaluation of soil 

types is conducted by the Natural Resources Conservation Service as part of the 

Farmland Impact Conversion Impact Report. The document now identifies the 

impacts to Prime and Unique Farmland.  

 

Current and historic farmland uses have been identified. 

2. Caltrans has determined that farmland impacts are significant under CEQA and 

have re-circulated an Environmental Impact Report. The Federal Highway 

Administration and Caltrans have determined that impacts do not meet the 

significance requirements under NEPA. 

3. All six alternatives have been evaluated.  

4. The Farmland Impact Report has been updated and the Farmland section updated 

accordingly. See Chapter 3, section 3.9. 

5. The alternatives are now evaluated in combinations of the northern and southern 

alternatives. 

6. The Natural Resources Conservation Service uses a land evaluation and site 

assessment to establish the farmland impact rating. These scores are the standard 

for evaluating farmland impacts for federally funded projects. 

7. The growth section has been updated. See Chapter 3, section 3.12. 

8. CEQA does not mandate the use of the LESA model, and the Federal Highway 

Administration requires the use of the Farmland Conservation Impact Report, thus 

Caltrans uses that for its projects. The Natural Resources Conservation Service 

uses its own evaluation system to determine a rating.  

9. A discussion of the impacts to Williamson Act properties has been added to the 

Farmland section. See Chapter 3, section 3.9. 

10. Caltrans has sent out this notification. 
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11. Caltrans has updated the Farmland Impact section to address this comment. See 

Chapter 3, section 3.9. 

12. As part of the Biological Opinion, Caltrans will be purchasing conservation 

easements on 80.9 hectares (200 acres) of farmland.  
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State Clearinghouse’s Comments on IS/EA dated March 2003 
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Response to State Clearinghouse’s Comments on IS/EA dated March 2003: 

No response required. 



Appendix I  Public Comments 

 

Plainsburg/Arboleda Freeway Project 216 

The Reclamation Board’s Comments on IS/EA dated March 2003 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Response to The Reclamation Board’s Comments on IS/EA dated March 2003:  

Caltrans would obtain a permit before construction. 
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Central Region Water Quality Control Board’s Comments on IS/EA dated 

March 2003 
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Response to Central Region Water Quality Control Board’s Comments on 

IS/EA dated March 2003: 

Caltrans would obtain permits before construction. 
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State Water Resources Control Board’s Response to IS/EA dated March 2003 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Response State Water Resources Control Board’s Response to IS/EA dated 

March 2003:  

Comment noted.  
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Comments from Public Hearing June 12, 20003 

Wes Bylsma Comment: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Response to Wes Bylsma’s Comment: Comment noted. 
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Russell Harris’ Comments:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Response to Russell Harris’ Comments: The requested information was sent in 

August 2003. 
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Court Reporter’s Transcript from Public Hearing on June 12, 2003 
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Response to Comments Recorded in the Court Reporter’s Transcript from the 

Public Hearing on June 12, 2003: 

Response to Robert Hughes: 

Maps were sent in August 2003. Thank you for comments. 

Response to Manuel Salles: 

Comment noted.  

Response to Roseanna Small: 

This project would cut off existing access to State Route 99. Caltrans is required to 

maintain that access. Caltrans would maintain this access by building a frontage road. 

Response to Elizabeth Miller: 

Comment noted.  

Response to Gloria Cortez Keene: 

Comment noted. 



 
 

Plainsburg/Arboleda Freeway Project 229 

 

Appendix J Biological Opinion 
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List of Technical Studies that are Bound Separately 

Draft Relocation Statement (December 2001) 

Air Quality Report (November 2001) 

Noise Study Report (May 2005) 

Water Quality Report (October 2001) 

Natural Environment Study (March 2003) 

Location Hydraulic Study  (June 2000) 

Historical Property Survey Report (June 2002) 

• Historic Study Report 

• Historic Resource Evaluation Report 

• Historic Architectural Survey Report 

• Archaeological Survey Report 

Hazardous Waste Reports 

• Initial Site Assessment (January 2002) 

• Preliminary Site Investigation (Geophysical Survey)  (March 2001) 

Scenic Resource Evaluation (June 2000) 

Initial Paleontology Study (October 2001) 

Geotechnical Study (January 2004) 

 

 



STATEMENT OF OVERRIDING CONSIDERATIONS 
 
 

CALIFORNIA DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORTATION STATEMENT OF 
OVERRIDING CONSIDERATIONS FOR WIDENING STATE ROUTE 99 FROM 

FOUR-LANE EXPRESSWAY TO SIX-LANE FREEWAY 
 
The following information is presented to comply with Section 15093 of the State CEQA 

Guidelines, and Section 1509.6 of the Department of Transportation and California 

Transportation Commission Environmental Regulations.  Reference is made to the Final 

Environmental Impact Report (FEIR) for the project, which is the basic source for the 

information. 

The following impacts have been identified as significant and not fully mitigable:  
 

• 342 hectares (835.2 acres of farmland of which 101.2 hectares (250 
acres) would be acquired.  

 

• One receptor would experience a 15-decibel increase in noise. 
 

Project Needs and Benefits 
 
Overriding considerations that support approval of this recommended project are as 

follows: 

The proposed project would increase safety for the traveling public, correct roadway 

deficiencies, accommodate increased traffic demands (both present and future), and 

provide route continuity. By increasing State Route 99 from four lanes to six and limiting 

access to two new interchanges, this section of State Route 99 would see a decrease in 

congestion, a reduced number of accidents involving cross-median traffic and at-grade 

intersections, improved compatibility of truck and car traffic, and improved efficiency for 

emergency vehicles. 

The route connects major population centers in the San Joaquin Valley to the rest of the 

state and is an integral part of the urban road network, carrying high volumes of regional 

and local traffic. Route continuity would be consistent with local, regional, and state 

plans, and would maintain local and regional land uses. 

Project Alternatives 
 



The project is divided into two sections: the southern Plainsburg section and the northern 

Arboleda section. The southern Plainsburg section runs from the Chowchilla River to 

Buchanan Hollow Road (kilometer posts 0.0 to 7.4 [post miles 0.0 to 4.6]) and consists of 

four build alternatives and one no-build alternative. The northern Arboleda section runs 

from Buchanan Hollow Road to McHenry Road (kilometer posts 7.4 to 16.9 [post miles 

4.6/10.5]) and consists of two build alternatives and a no-build alternative.  

This project would select one alternative for each section. The selection of an alternative 

for one section does not limit which alternative can be selected for the other section. This 

means the construction of one alternative in the southern Plainsburg section would not 

affect the selection of another alternative for the northern Arboleda section, or vice versa. 

All build alternatives would widen the existing four-lane highway to a six-lane freeway. 

This project would realign the road to the east of the current alignment, upgrade 

shoulders, and construct two new interchanges. Each build alternative would place the 

interchanges in slightly different locations along the alignment.  

A no-build alternative would keep the road as it is and would not improve safety or 

relieve existing and future congestion in the project area. All project alternatives are 

explained in detail in Chapter 2. 

Conclusions 
 
The project would upgrade the current expressway to freeway system, improving access 

from near by agricultural properties, and reduce cross median accidents.  

Plainsburg Alternative 1B and Arboleda Alternative 5 have been selected together as the 

Recommended Alternative because these build alternatives meet the purpose and need of 

the project. These build alternatives also minimized farmland impacts, while avoiding a 

potential hazardous waste contamination site. 

The no-build alternative offer no relief from congestion on State Route 99, or its 

intersections and is incompatible with the transportation objectives of the State of 

California and Merced County. All alternatives have similar noise impacts. 

The reduction of traffic congestion, improved traffic flow and circulation of State Route 

99, and overall improvement to traffic safety provided by the project, outweighs the 

unavoidable impacts identified in the findings. 
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5/25/2010

EP: David Farris  559-243-8405

CL: Matthew Palmer  559-243-8232

RE:

Last updated

11/9/098/5/09California Dept of Fish & Game1600

8/28/098/5/09Regional Water Quality Control Board401

California Dept of Fish & GameST2081

8/5/09US Army Corp of Engineers404

8/7/035/21/03404 Verification

2/9/06BO

Permit
Date

Submitted

Date

Received
Agency

Requirements Completed

Name Date
Expiration Comments

Task and Brief Description
Responsible

Staff
Action to Comply

Task Completed
Remarks/Due Date

Name Date

SSP/

NSSP
Source

Biology

BOPurchase 400 Credits of Kit fox habitat Biologist and

Right-of-Way

Mitigation and Monitoring Proposal

is Being Negotated with the San

Joaquin River Conservancy

Task and Brief Description
Responsible

Staff
Action to Comply

Task Completed
Remarks/Due Date

Name Date

SSP/

NSSP
Source

Paleontology

Env DocPaleontological Mitigation Plan and Awareness

Training

Paleontology

Coordinator

Task Order (232 funds)

Water Quality

Env Doc David FarrisIncorporate Best Management Practices Design/Water

Quality

Place Best Management

Provisions into the SSPs

SSP

Task and Brief Description
Responsible

Staff
Action to Comply

Task Completed
Remarks/Due Date

Name Date

SSP/

NSSP
Source



MER-99-4.6 / 10.5

Environmental Commitments Record for EA 10-41570_
ARBOLEDA DR FWY

Current Project Phase: PS&E/RW

5/25/2010

EP: David Farris  559-243-8405

CL: Matthew Palmer  559-243-8232

RE:

Last updated

Air Quality

Env DocConstruction Contractor Will Prepare a Dust

Control Plan and get an Indirect Source Review.

Plus Follow all San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution

Control District rules and requlations

Air Quality

Specialist/

Resident

Engineer

The Requirements Have Been

Placed in the Specifications Plans

and Provisions of the

Contract/Resident Engineer Will

Ensure Compliance

SSP

Biology

BOEndangered Species - Avoidance of Occupied

Burrows if Located

Biology Provisions Added to SSPSSP

BOEndangered Species - Existing Unsuitable

Burrows Would Be Enhanced if Occuptied

Burrows are Destroyed

Biology Provisions added to Standard PlanSSP

BOEndangered Species - Passive Relocation Would

Be Used if Owls Must Be Moved

Biologist Provisions Added to Standard

Plans- Pre-Construction Surveys

SSP

BOEndangered Species - Passive Removal of Bats

Prior to Bridge Removal

Biology Provisions Added to Standard

Plans

NSSP

BOEndangered Species - Western Pond Turtles

Would Be Removed by Qualified BIologist if they

Were Located in Construction Zone

Biologist Provisions Added to Standard

Plans

NSSP

1600

Agreement

Endangered Species- Bat Boxes in New Bridges Biology Added to PlansSSP

Env DocPreconstruction Surveys Biology Caltran Will Conduct Pre-

Construction Survyes. Biologist

will be invited to Pre-Construction

Meeting

Kit Fox, Burrowing Owln/a

Cultural Resources

Env DocCultural Resources - Archaeological Monitor Archaeologist SSP for Archaeological Monitoring

Areas/Cultural Will Manage

Monitor

Pre-construction meeting needed 2 weeks

prior to start of construction. Invite Caltrans

Cultural Specialist

Env DocESA Fencing Around Culturally Sensitive Areas Cultural/Reside

nt Engineer

ESA Provision Added to SSP/RE

and Contract Cultural Monitor Will

Oversee ESA Fencing

SSP

Env DocPotential for Unknown Burials archaeologist Provision Related to Discovery of

Human Remains Added to

Provisions/ If remains discovered

Coroners Office Would Be
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EP: David Farris  559-243-8405

CL: Matthew Palmer  559-243-8232

RE:

Last updated

Contacted/Followed by Most

Likely Decadent

Hazardous Waste

Env Doc David FarrisHazardous Waste - Lead Compliance Plan Would

Be Required

Resident

Engineer

Provisions Adds to SSPs/RE Will

Ensure That This Provisions Get

Implemented if Necessary

SSP

Env DocHazardous Waste - Unknown Underground Tanks

May Occur Within Catlrans Right-Of-Way

Resident

Engineer

If Located Would Be Removedn/a

Other

Env Doc10 Days Prior t Construction Notify Central Valley

Flood Protection Board

Generalist Prior to Construction Send Letter

to Central Valley Flood Protection

Board Reqarding Document

Paleontology

Env DocPaleontological monitoring and salvage during

construction and Paleontological Mitigation Report

Paleontology

Coordinator

and RE

Monitoring and Salvage during

construction

NSSP

Task and Brief Description
Responsible

Staff
Action to Comply

Task Completed
Remarks/Due Date

Name Date

SSP/

NSSP
Source

Paleontology

Env DocPaleontological Stewardship Summary Paleontology

Coordinator

Confirm mitigation completed and

report received.




	EIR-EA Plainsburg Final.pdf
	SOOC 18600 18584
	Mitigation Monitoring Report
	nod

